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In this world, the Remedy story begins.

Go where sixteen winds whistle

The sky is a festival attended by light

Fly until your wings blaze vigorous

Enjoy falling – air or earth will catch you

-Song of the Skywager dance, translated from korvitongue
Chapter 1
In all the years Peregrine spent working and living, he had learned that sad days dawned eventually. His friends had only a few years to spend on him. Ferrin were a people full of life but they weren't spirits, nor gods; Peregrine had the same long portion of time as any korvi but he couldn't hold back fate. 

He laid a last cornstalk on the funeral pyre. Kelria would leave this land on a blaze fit to warm the fire god. Under berry-bright paint, her bundle looked smaller than even a ferrin ought to – because Peregrine thought about the eighteen bursting years Kelria had sat on his shoulder. A friend's presence couldn't fit into any wrapped bundle.

Tillian sat in earferrin position now, on Peregrine's shoulder, shifting her silk-furred weight and curling her tail close around her. It was good of her to oblige an old mining korvi at a time like this, while watching her mother depart. 

“She was–” Peregrine stopped and swallowed careful. He bolstered his voice so his clan might hear him. “She was everything we could have asked for. Even if we might not've thought to ask.”

Silence held the plains that evening. If Peregrine's mate or children spoke, he couldn't hear them and Tillian said nothing about it. Wind pulled at his quill feathers; he yanked his wings closer to his back, out of the wind's insistent way.

He shook his head. He had nothing more to say, only sour regret in his belly and a daughter-friend perched on his shoulder. The sight of Kelria passed behind his eyes, a middle-aged Kelria seated in the grass outside the mine, lacing a basket together. She made such tight, sure basket weave, tied off double for luck. She might have been a weaver and made a trade for herself, if she hadn't been an earferrin.

Touch rested on Peregrine's back, gentle as straw. Giala stood at his side, smiling wan and offering the murmuring words he couldn't.

Peregrine could guess the majority of what she said; grief formed the same flowing shape whenever his dear partner spoke at a pyre. He still wished he could hear the details, the sounds folding off her tongue: he touched Tillian's foot and she repeated in high, clear voice.

“In this life, we all loved Kelria Kellen, call her Kelria, and held her dear as anything. Her service was a gift to Redessence Clan, and we folk gathered here will miss her. Great Ambri keep her safe, all right?”

Without waiting for the gods to answer, Giala knelt, the silvery jingle of her horn ornaments piercing the quiet. Swelling with a deep breath, then blowing her firecasting essence outward, she set the pyre alight. Firelight splashed red over her feathers, carving her stark with shadows. And then she was only a shape on two retreating feet; the pyre called Peregrine's eyes; the leaping flames wouldn't let him go.

They watched in growing quiet. The rest of Redessence Clan, all of Peregrine and Giala's borrowed children, brushed close to his ankles. He took Giala's hand in his; she held tight and grateful. Perhaps she was wondering, too, if goddess Ambri minded these services of fire. Ferrin carried electricasting sparks inside them, but whatever Kelria's kind, whatever her element, she had lived as a member of a korvi clan. All of Peregrine's earferrin had.

Because his earferrin would always live this way, and pass on this way. So their promise said and so it would be. Peregrine felt chill inside, heavy as wet earth, and his inner fire could never bring that to boil.

The worst part of a funeral was waiting for the smell to burn away. Tillian fidgeted rarely, to her merit; breathing in cremation's burn through a sensitive furkind nose was a torment Peregrine could nearly imagine. 

The flames were soon gone, the embers faded, the ash motes fled on the wind. Redessence ferrin approached one at a time, lolloping uneven, their ears low with uncertainty. Wellis hesitated, his posture stiff and full of thoughts; he glanced a question to Peregrine.

“I'll be here a while,” Peregrine said, hardly more than a breath. “Stay or go, however you need.”

Tillian slid closer to his neck – whiskers vibrated against his skin. “I'll stay with you. We talked last night, just before she died, so ... I don't have anything to say to her remains.”

Already tethered to Peregrine. Already sitting with her long ears raised, ready to do earferrin duty. 

“Not much remains of her, anypace.” He ran a hand rough through his mane feathers, up to his horns and back down to close his own eyes. “The flames were to bring her luck in finding her goddess, so that's likely where she is. In the thunderclouds, or in the electricstone. I couldn't say where.”

Too-slow motion caught his eye – Giala pausing, reading him. Peregrine forced calm onto his face, letting his feathers lay sleek. He must have looked in passable condition, because Giala gave him a shard of a smile and headed toward home.

Peregrine stood there in the deep purple night, with Tillian as he was always going to be – until she withered with age like her family before her. People's differences were such wretched bedmates in times like these.

“It's quiet,” Tillian said. She paused, considering her own tale-telling hanging in the air. “I just hear grass, waving a bit with the breeze.”

“I remember grass.” Four generations of Tillian's forebearers had told him about it, every rustle and swish and rattle. Grass never changed. “Tell me what you think matters. That should be plenty.”

Vibration hummed through Tillian. “I can do that.”

They stood onward. Sparks winked out, darkening the ash field at Peregrine's feet. He swatted grass with his tailtip; he drew a breath.

“Tillian. It's your trade now.”

“It was already my trade. I don't think a funeral changes it that much.”

This had been underway since she was a kitten. Since her dusting of birth fur began to thicken, since she opened blue eyes and spoke in a flute pitch Peregrine could blessedly hear. He had a cask of wine at home that was older than Tillian. Somewhere on his back, one more feather was likely turning hoary.

“I'm going to listen as well as Mama Kelria did. And as well as Great Great Grandpapa Zitan did. And everybody in between them, too.” Tillian sat on her haunches, straight with pride. “I'll try my best. And I won't talk about the grass anymore.”

“Just the things I need to know about.”

“Yeah.” A moment of thought passed, in which her wide-flared ears must have swivelled. “There's a bird clucking. Over there.”

That might have mattered in some other place and moment. Right now, Peregrine stood in a silence like cave depths, and he was long since sure that he loved Tillian Sri, call her Tillian.

“You're sure you want to take this as your trade?”

“Well, I have to. It'll help you.”

If she hadn't said it sincerely, Peregrine may not have hurt so deep. They walked home, with Tillian snug against his neck.
Chapter 2
Peregrine spent years thinking, trying to recall a time that some miner had stopped being a miner. There was no legend wisdom to guide him now, no neat-laid hank of instructions. If such a tale existed, Peregrine couldn't imagine who would tell it to him.

He spent more years hesitating. He noticed lips moving; he found whole phrases mushrooming into his mind before Tillian could repeat them. Perhaps Peregrine had the faculties to interpret for himself, mine-worn though he was – but he still a miner and this was true as a honed blade. Touching Tillian's foot too often – asking her to be silent – discarded the fact that she lived by Peregrine's side.

One dawning month, while Peregrine struck chisel with hammer, he decided to change. He had chosen to be a miner and he could damned well choose otherwise. He roosted on that fact, with fear tight-strung down his back and amethyst ore breaking under his hands. 

And on the day he had chosen, he wrapped the brightcasting stone in his hand, swarming his tunnel with shadows. He blew a thread of smoke to touch the quartz surface; the brightcasting spark inside faded according to his will. Standing in black depths now, this was the last he would ever see of his mines. Hammerstrokes still tolled inside his head, burying all other sound. It was time now to unmake himself.

The spark-centered quartz stone went into his carrying pouch, followed by the familiar weights of his hammer and chisel. He removed his dust-grimy goggles, settling them high on his head. And for the last time, he walked the path he had carved himself. Serviceable amethyst still laid in this bed of granite; its support timbers held sure, even where Peregrine had carved them higher to let his own horns pass. Someone else might take up this mine. He couldn't imagine who, and supposed that it didn't matter.

Light cut across his path where ventilation holes allowed it in – dust danced yellow in the beams of daybright. His feet knew the way, and his tailtip traced the ground even though his footing was sure – some fool sentiment made him want to touch the rock. He didn't suppose the mountainside would miss one miner. The sky might feel differently, when it was reunited with one of its dragon kin. 

Whatever Peregrine had done with himself thus far, however much ore his arms successfully hauled, he was still a korvi. Air and wind and freedom might do him some good, vital as those things tended to be. He would have a needle-bright voice in his ear to encourage him – and as he thought of Tillian, his pace quickened.

Evening-gold gemlight seeped into the mine tunnel; a breeze carried in the fresh savour of grass. The mine's mouth came into blinding view and a slender weasel silhouette waited in the center. Tillian sat on her haunches, tall with anticipation, ears high and brush-tipped tail waving.

Hammerstrokes rang in Peregrine's ears still. Another eightmoment needed to pass before he could hear past the reverberations in his own head – and even then, the ear din of eighty years' mining would swallow up voices, footsteps, all the sounds Peregrine couldn't think of offhand because they were silent and useless now. He needed more of Tillian's aid. That much was clear. He couldn't bring himself to guess how much more time he would need to ask of her.

He stepped out into the daylight, shading his eyes with a hand, the Great Gem's warmth sliding over his back. Tillian stretched to full attention, her head reaching the height of Peregrine's knees. Her dove-grey fur was sleek, groomed with a meticulousness born of having nothing else to do.
Ready?
Her trained-crisp movements of mouth and tongue showed the words. Even Tillian's voice evaded Peregrine when he was fresh out of the mine.

He wrinkled his snout. Feeling ready didn't matter. Feelings mattered when they drove actions, and no one had ever proven themselves by walking home on a usual path. The sensation of lost direction crowded around Peregrine's heart; these western tunnels and plains weren't going to be his usual path, not after today.

“I suppose I'm finished,” he said. 
I got the markers. Tillian opened her hands, letting the row of copper pegs flash.

They would melt down into something useful. Peregrine knelt, mantling his wings around his shoulders for balance, holding the feathered length of his tail level to the ground. “And you've got the stone with Fyrian's snake on it?”
The ... Oh, yes! Tillian's ears twitched higher as she realized; she looked at the ties lining her sarong, and back up at Peregrine. I won't untie it, I've got it in here.
Peregrine must have explained the ways to her before, the traditions behind every marker and charm and trinket. Taught small Tillian by telling her a yarn, perhaps, while her eyes were still gummed closed and her ears already worked fine. Or perhaps he had waited a fourday and taken her to see the ways for herself. No, he had done that with Tillian's mother, he was moderately sure. With each new earferrin Peregrine taught, his memories bled together. Tillian would be the last. He had told himself that until his mind wore threadbare in the spot, and he told himself again now: he would oblige no more ferrin to spend their brief lives on his shoulder.

Tillian poured the marker pegs into Peregrine's open hand. All we need to do is get rid of your mine markers?
“Folk will know what it means if they find a mine with no one's claim around the entrance.”

“All right.” Tillian looked at the bare mine opening, squinting to hone her eyes. “And you have your tools?”

“They're all here.”

Tillian turned a smile toward him. So, if your mining is done, you don't have a reason not to fly.
“I'll need a little fire, first.”

Tillian put a hand to the bare hide of Peregrine's calf. She felt cool, despite furkind being the ones born at a lively temperature. You're plenty warm enough! You've been working.
“Let me walk a little,” Peregrine said, “and muster the fire in my shrivelled old heart.” 

“Oh, of course. The heat will unshrivel it. Right?”

“Like a raisin. Stewed in the sweetest brandy.”

She laughed, a chirping lilt. “Peregrine, you wouldn't use a sweet brandy. Are your ears better?” 

Ordinary ear din filled Peregrine's head now, the constant rumbling that overlaid his life. There was no distinct hammerstroke to be heard; Tillian's voice cut through the noise like wire through wax. 

“I'll manage.” 

They followed the worn smudge of pathway cleaving the prairie grass. Tillian tottered on her back feet, a steady-bobbing presence beside Peregrine, five of her steps matching Peregrine's long-striding one.

She looked up at him – she had something to say and didn't give it voice yet. 

Peregrine had enough years to spend waiting. He ruffled his short-cropped mane feathers with both hands; the mine dust on his skin and feathers, Tillian had told him once, made him look like a hot orange coal caked with ash. He hoped that the dust all swept away on the wind, well distanced from her breathway.

“You don't need to give up mining,” she said, “if flying is that hard for you to muster up.” 

She knew him better than that. Peregrine harrumphed, frowning at the clouds strung across the gold evening sky. “Mining is the problem.” 

If Peregrine hadn't ventured into close-looming tunnels – the way any flighted creature feared to – his strength wouldn't have drained from wings to arms. But he had done it. He entered mine caves, pressing deeper each day, until his flinch reaction stilled and died. How simple it had been to make that choice. Bartering his wings and ears bought a lifetime of honest work. And how simple to ask a clear-eyed young ferrin to do his listening for him, always. Promising to look after Zitan's bloodline was a layered promise but it hadn't seemed immediately so.

“You'll be fine at flying,” Tillian said. “You just need practice!”

She dragged him back to the present moment, back to this path and this daylight and the smell of grass stalks in open air. A korvi and a ferrin walking, only walking.

“Flight will come back to me if I give it more than a half hour each day.” Living a few moments' flight away from his mine was a pittance. 

“You just need to use your lizard half.”

A smirk yanked Peregrine's mouth uneven. “If only I had an entire half.” Dragonkind were more like a drop of lizard in a full cup of bird: they were feathers, squawking, flapping, and the occasional, sensible instance of sloughing off their skin to grow.

Tillian chirped a word of agreement. They kept on. Plains grass swelled and bobbed with the breeze.

“The grassbugs are singing,” Tillian said. She fell to all fours to lollop; Peregrine hadn't noticed his pace quickening. “They've been steady all evening.”

That meant it wouldn't rain. Insectkind had a sense for such things, and only singing when they knew the air around them to be safe. Peregrine's memory filled in the creaking voices of grasshoppers and crickets. He nodded.

“And it doesn't smell like rain, either, so I think we'll have fine weather for a while. Can you fly now?”

Sure as stone, Peregrine wasn't going to get a moment's peace until he flew. He stopped and knelt, one knee squared in offering. It was all the signal Tillian needed; she bounded to him, up onto his shoulder with a sudden press of toes on his clothed thigh. 

She wouldn't need to come when Peregrine beckoned, someday, sometime. If only he knew how many steps the journey would take. He hadn't a clue which one to take first. 

He built firecasting, summoning his own life-strength in his chest, gathering a steady blaze and letting it soak outward through his muscles. Peregrine spread his wings and felt them tentatively sure. Breeze tugged at his quills and instinct made him flap, the urge for air as basic as that of his lungs. Leaping upward with all his legs and tail had to give, Peregrine clawed into the sky. 

The wind soothed him some, carding through his feathers, whipping Tillian's fur against his skin. Well-stoked firecasting filled Peregrine with strength borrowed from himself. Flight was all the things a korvi was built to fare well at: fire and strength were fire god Fyrian's traits. Peregrine flew barely enough to remember that. 

He was beginning to enjoy the wind when the cramping began. An innocuous burn between his wingshoulders, hardly different from the firecasting before it spread to consume his back. He stiffened, knotting tight. His wings slowed, each beat torn ragged; the earth's pull returned. Peregrine watched the prairie grass slide past continually slower, and knew that his flight had been fine while it lasted. He let the ground rush to meet them.

Landing was a white sting through his ankles, a sudden state of heaviness crushing his momentum. Then he stood calm, looking past the seed-heavy grass tops at Skyfield village roofs. Tillian uncurled her white tail brush from around her paws; Peregrine opened his grip the moment she squirmed. She clambered onto his shoulder, settling with a brush of whiskers and sarong cotton.

“It's because the hour is late, I guess. There aren't any thermals for you.”

She didn't need to make excuses for Peregrine's failings. Flying all the way to anywhere wasn't a task he had bothered himself with in all forty-eight years of the past elden. He walked through the grass cracking silent under his feet, onto the cart-wheel grooves of the dusty road. Lilac-coloured dusk settled over the land now, the gods' changing of guard, brightcasting light giving way to darkcasting. Peregrine regarded the Great Gem's steady-glowing speck in the sky, gauging its exact hue. 

“I hope Giala doesn't worry,” he said.

“Really, finishing a mine is a big enough job. She must know why you're late.” Touch brushed Peregrine's temple, the arc of a ferrin ear sweeping thoughtfully back. “She did go to East Hotrock today. I'd wager that she's busy with a project.” 

Peregrine sighed. “Wager the whole house on that.”

Bards could discuss love all they wanted – Peregrine knew what it truly meant. Love was living with with Giala of Heriette, and living calm in the middle of an eager, fluttering windstorm. Love was hours of fussing with gem scraps and clay dust and marble slab, because Giala took a moment to smile over it and kept smiling for days.

“Come on,” Tillian said. “It might be a simple project!”

Peregrine huffed a laugh. Perhaps the Cold and the endtimes bore down on them and his dear mate had decided to work in half measures. He walked, carrying earferrin and pouch and his abraded old wings, as Skyfield's roofs crept closer.

They passed Skyfield's crops, the neat-edged fields of corn and barley; then farming sheds, their boards and grass thatch bound with precisely spaced rope; then the main street spread full of neighbours. Skyfield folk were mostly aemets, the skinny, forest-coloured people moving smooth so as not to joggle their antennae. Korvi and ferrin walked among them, glimpses of fire-coloured feathers and grey fur. Everyone moved with purpose at this hour, leading horses away, gathering sales blankets, returning to their homes the way leaves drifted gratefully to earth.

Peregrine passed the mage home, a thatch building far too large for one bachelor; Maythwind would fill it with family someday, theory held. Folk lingered around it, talking and waving explanatory hands; one fellow eyed the wide tin surface of the chromepiece by Maythwind's door, as though each purple-deepening moment was one she regretted spending on weightless talk.

“Maythwind is charging stones,” Tillian said. Casting must have caught her nose, a trace in the air like crushed spice. 

“Is he, now.”

“Not bright or darkcasting, though. It's his plantcasting. Lots of it.” Tillian's voice turned to an intrigued hiss. “He's strong enough to last an ordinary day of healing on his own, isn't he? Why would he stockpile?”

Gossip chafed Peregrine's nerves. He didn't need to know why aemets fretted at any given moment; they sensed changes in the air far less distinct than the weather. Insect intuition kept them drawn drum-skin tight and Maythwind was an especially taut case. 

“He worries, I suppose. The sky might come crashing down.” 

“He's been muttering under his breath a lot, people say,” Tillian said. “Something about a bad dampness in the air.”

“Ask him tomorrow, if you're curious.” There would be time to figure out what Maythwind was fussing about while Peregrine got his treatment – not that the whole village wouldn't know Maythwind's predictions shortly.

Vibration ran through Tillian's weight. She was splaying her ears and humming dubious, Peregrine saw clear in his mind's eye. But she said nothing.

The main street led Peregrine much like the mine path had, winding dusty under his feet and tailtip. Tillian shifted back and forth over his shoulders, calling out returned greetings to neighbours; conversations slipped away from Peregrine before they even began. Occasionally, Tillian tapped a paw on one of his shoulders – Peregrine at least knew whether to aim a cordial nod to the left or the right. 

“How is the mining,” Tillian repeated, and then carried on talking to the Steltons' daughter as though Peregrine had answered.

In a sense, the mining was faring wonderfully – he would never carry more out of a mine than what he had filled his pouch with today. Peregrine wanted to smirk and found the expression false. This quiet-chattering village would figure out his plans eventually, and hopefully Peregrine would figure them out for himself before then.

The ground sloped downward as they neared the river groves. Neighbours passed by with buckets of water, moving stiff with effort. Houses' door curtains hung closed now, with moving shadows and fire light escaping underneath to fan out into the street dust. The thatch home painted clay-red, however, had its curtain tied wide open: Peregrine's own Redessence Clan threw light like a guiding torch. 

“Hearth fire roaring, this late in the day,” he said. “Do I want to know why?”

“It doesn't matter if you want to know. You'll find out anyway,” Tillian said lightly. Suddenly, stretching taller, she added, “Somebody's coming. Left side. They're ferrin-sized.”

Peregrine imagined crunching movement, a clumsy mental sketch of whatever Tillian was hearing. The bushes waggled and someone emerged, basket clamped in their teeth. No one but Della had such an uneven, twitching lollop; she looked to them, eyes shining orange with the firelight.

Della said a greeting, muddled into the ear din. She hopped a step closer, ears suddenly limp against her neck, her voice forced quiveringly high – as though her natural speaking pitch was her own fault. “Sorry, Peregrine. Um, hi, welcome home! We're almost done for today.”

“Can I help,” Tillian asked. Her weight slid forward, hands spread braced on Peregrine's chest.

“Oh, no, I'm fine, we're fine,” Della cried. She chewed on her hand, ears splaying. “Sorry. It's kind of a mess in there, I'll clean it up. But wait 'til you see what Giala's doing!” 

She darted into the Redessence Clan home. Peregrine followed, the heat slamming around him before the door curtain had even brushed his horn. He could imagine the bustle that had gone into the work today, all the wood and coal and clay and water and excitement; he thanked fortune that he had missed it. Distracting as thinking was, he narrowly avoided a slimy clay puddle, by placing his foot in a different slimy clay puddle.

Giala made the mayhem look right. She sat bent over her potter's wheel with rapt attention, shadowed deep by the fire. Glancing up, she smiled for him.

“Hello, my light.” Her smile spread wider, stretching her crisp-shaped words, creeping into the high edges of her voice. “Long day, isn't it?”

“This clan,” Peregrine said, righting a bucket even though its contents had long since spilled and crusted, “should have been called Redearth.”

“Marshsplatter sounds nicer, I think.” Giala got to her feet, flicked her hands clean of wet clay, and jaunted closer. “How are your wings?” 

Once Tillian leaped to the floor, Peregrine straightened, in time to meet his better half in his arms. “They've been better.”

“That's not what I asked, though.” 

“Feh.” Peregrine laced fingers through her blonde feathers, where dense wing muscles curved down her back. “I flew most of the way home.”

“Good.” Giala pulled back to grin at him, her horn ornaments jangled a fanfare. The two of them were equally powdered with the dust of their work, although Giala was fire-warm enough to be giddy about it. “Flying will get easier, truly, it will. It's like practicing a dance.”

Korvi didn't hatch with a need to dance. They hatched waiting for their feathers to grow, looking skyward and wanting. Although Peregrine couldn't speak for Giala on that front; she said she danced out of her eggshells and that wasn't the least likely story Peregrine had ever heard.

“I've got good news!” Pulling from Peregrine's arms, turning so her every mica-jewelled bauble flashed, Giala returned to her potter's wheel. “Aside from remembering to move the carpets before mixing clay.”

“That's kind of you.” 

She poked her tongue between her teeth at him. “Now, I'm sure you've gathered as much, but I have a project.” 

Peregrine settled by the wash basin, sitting against his braced tail as he towelled off dust. And he listened to Giala's account of the day's unremarkable gossip.

He minded Tillian, too, while she sat crumbling clay hunks with Della, her ears and whiskers punctuating her speech. Perhaps she could make a trade of helping Giala with craftwork, the way Della and Wellis and Keevi did. Or perhaps not – Tillian wasn't the sort to fuss with objects if she had people to fuss with instead. She drank in her earferrin training, at an age where most ferrin kits couldn't pin their attention to one subject any more than they could pin down water. Tillian took to the work like she was born for it.

 Peregrine watched Tillian's spider-spread fingers working the clay; he tried to imagine Kelria living as a potter, or any of the ferrin before her. The possibilities barely mattered when Peregrine stood there, deaf and riveted, in the middle of each life. 

“–Well, long story snipped short,” Giala continued, “the Weavers had a hi-and-how-are-you message they wanted me to fly with, and they offered some sweet onions for my trouble. So I went to East Hotrock today.”

East Hotrock, the portion of the volcano riddled with town-tunnels, was two hundred furlongs away – close enough for any typical korvi to fly there on a half hour and a whim. If Peregrine had ventured out of his mine earlier, he might have seen Giala pass bird-distant through the clouds. Tillian quirked her ears higher: she had been sitting outside when Giala passed overhead that day, but ferrin eyes couldn't see a blessed thing from so far away.

Giala roosted at her potter's wheel, sitting on her shins. “It was sheer fortune, thank Bright and Dark, but I ran into the East Hotrock leader. You remember Tijo, don't you? It turns out he's thinking of getting a set of new Legend Creatures for their aemets' Middling Circle.” She waved a dust-caked hand. “They're picky about their celebration articles, you know. It seems their statues have a rust about them and great Verdana wouldn't approve. So I told Tijo I'd make new statues for him! Clay isn't likely to rust, after all.”

Peregrine muttered a thinking sound. “You know the Middling is twelve days away, don't you?”

“No, it's–” Giala blinked, the numbers clicking together behind her eyes. “Oh, embers. The Middling is the same day every month, isn't it?” She turned the wheel, eyeing the clay as a lump of potential. “Well, twelve days? I'll have a day to spend on each Creature. That's lucky.”

For her sake, Peregrine hoped luck would matter. All the coincidence in the land couldn't make paints and sealants dry quicker. “Well? What do you need?”

“Mostly clay, for the moment.” Giala carved the wet clay with her claws' edges, squinting, considering. “Wellis and Keevi have that well under control, the dear things love that new two-ferrin basket of theirs. I have plenty of paint hues, and your gem bin has most of the colours I'll need. Oh, except for green stones. Mandragora needs to have a shine on his leaves, to catch the eye, you know? Maybe peridots.”

“Peridots,” Peregrine muttered.

“They'd be lovely! I heard Valeover town is finding peridots on anthills again, the barley-grain-sized ones.” Giala paused, fixing him with soft eyes. “It isn't too far to fly. Would you go for me? I'd wager you can be there and back tomorrow before it gets dark.”

Any ordinary korvi could be finished the trip by midday. Measurements kept clearing Peregrine's vision. He was one hundred and sixty-nine years old; he hadn't flown casually in half that long; he had five clan members to keep in comfort, plus any more children Zitan's descendants gave him, from Tillian or Wellis or both. Peregrine was no leader of a proud, dozens-strong korvi house – but great Fyrian help him, his responsibilities sat here, plain in the hearth firelight. This was what he had to support, with all the might in his mine-wasted wings. 

“I'll bring your peridots,” Peregrine said, dropping his dust-grey towel aside. “Just don't wager on when I'll return.”

“Do what you can, light. I'll save the Mandragora for last.” 

“This will be a good first leap, however you do it,” Tillian said.

Della spoke, too low to grasp.

“She said this is more like Dirtymess Clan.”

“Sorry!”

Peregrine rolled his gaze upward. “Hopelessmudpit Clan has a fine ring to it. At any pace, I'll leave at first bright light tomorrow. That's best if I want a spoonful of Maythwind's attention.”

Tillian chirped agreement. Giala beamed a little more, and asked Della something about the clay. And with that decided, Peregrine sank into his own din-walled quiet.

He hadn't brought his mining hammer and chisel home in a decade; they looked forlorn in his hands, too scuffed and too veteran to match any furnishing in the lively Redessence household. These tools would need a home other than a mine floor. Peregrine stood them beside the door, and hoped to stop noticing them. Tempered in mining fire as they were, melting them unrecognizable would be a chore.

Wellis and Keevi returned. They trotted with boundless ferrin energy, sharing the weight of their basket the single-minded way they shared everything, chattering as soon as their jaws were free. Peregrine saw to the ferrin's night meal – a hash of breakfast leftovers they said tasted best when he cooked it – and then began his last night of cleaning ore.

Piles formed in front of Peregrine as he worked. He gave wry thanks to the smothering fire heat in the home; it soothed his wingshoulders, at least, while he bent concentrating. The effort got him a generous handful of gem gravel, the chips of amethyst and quartz that already resembled beads; he also pried threads of iron out to form a metal mouse-nest, although not enough to smelt. The real merit was in the cleaned gems, the three points of purple-clear amethyst crystal as long as Peregrine's hand. Each one was unmarred and large enough for a mage to pack casting energy into. Peregrine made himself content with the amethyst, a stone that was what it was. Clear quartz fetched a better price in trade – it welcomed all elements of casting in a way coloured gems didn't – but flawless amethyst would serve some darkcaster perfectly well.

“Peregrine?”

Tillian's voice. He hummed and picked a last speck of dull stone off a crystal facet, to finish the job. When he looked to Tillian, he found her grooming a clay-red smear out of her fur.

“Don't swallow dust.”

“I washed off most of it,” she replied. “That was only a spot I missed.”

 Dust hurt furkind lungs. They were such sensitive creatures, quivering all over with whiskers and hair, delicate like barely-set jelly. Peregrine felt the caked presence of dust he had already washed away.

“You're almost done, right?” Tillian eyed his work. “When you've got a moment, would you fix something for me?”

“What is it?”

“Just my necklace.” She reached between her shoulders and the knot dissolved for her. “The cord is wearing through, and I don't want to lose it by accident.”

She offered it in cupped hands, the hawk-eye stone gleaming smooth and blue as iron. Perhaps Peregrine never noticed it anymore because it hid in Tillian's fur – or because he had looked at that stone so many times, he stopped bothering to see. The colour had suited Kelria, too.

“Leave it here, by the amethyst,” he said. “I'll look after it.”

“Thank you!”

Tillian left on slower-lolloping steps than usual. Reverence overtook her whenever she thought particularly about her necklace. Perhaps she heard its story again in her mind's ear. Possibly, she thought about the entirety of things Redessence earferrin passed down to their children – a stone and some skills and a deaf old man for company. Peregrine didn't imagine that she thought about her work in that particular tone; she had never cared for bitter flavours.

He sorted the clean gems and metals into their storage baskets, as trading fodder for the future. A few granite hunks still glinted with iron but his stomach for the work was gone; the ore fell back into its box with a clatter he could feel, not hear. 

It took him only a few clicks to cut a new thong from a deerskin scrap. He slid the hawk-eye bead into place, and turned it between his callused fingers. He had been lucky, finding this pretty trinket in the ore. Hawk-eye stones were said to make a person's mind as sharp as talons. But Peregrine should have traded this one, and hoped it ended up on the other side of the land.

There was nothing to fix about the stone itself. He returned it to Tillian; she smiled her thanks. The pendant was just a family keepsake again, one that slipped into her chest fur and persuaded her blue eyes to look even bluer.

Stones wouldn't mean a thing to Peregrine, someday. His clan's gem stores would dwindle to a milky quartz at the bottom of a storage bin, the sort everyone suddenly remembered they had. Perhaps Redessence Clan would take a bargain on raw ore because Peregrine happened to know how to refine it. Minerals would be coincidences, nothing more. Peregrine's primary quills would moult and regrow, and fray happily with use, and his old ways would fade like crumbling sandstone; there was only the question of what would remain. It would need to be light enough to fly with. 

He laid in bed and the heat held him above sleep, speeding his lizard heart more than he could ignore. Peregrine stared at the wall thatch. His family's voices faded, and the hearth sizzled angrily at its dousing water, and then he heard nothing but ear din. Not true quiet, but a fair substitute. The mattress shifted as Giala joined him; dry-stale grass smell leaped into the air.

She murmured something high-edged. Perhaps sorry, light.

“I wasn't asleep.” He couldn't fathom how a career potter could get any rest, waiting for their fire heat to disperse. But then, most korvi couldn't imagine feeling calm inside a smothering mine tunnel –- and they would never trade their wings or their hearing to understand.

Gentle touch traced Peregrine's shoulder, smoothing his feathers. The last of the coals' light draped Giala and turned her dark eyes bottomless. For all the accessories she wreathed herself with, Peregrine liked her best like this: her skin all bare; her horns plain except for the etchings; her mane feathers loose, with nothing to catch between his fingers.
Ready for the new job? She spoke low, lips shaping careful. They had no reason to disturb the nest of sleeping ferrin across the room.

“I suppose. If you change your job every eightday, it can't be so hard.”

He got a grin for that. Giala's hand lifted and resettled on his shoulder, a swat she couldn't manage to mean. Look here, it's more like every two eightdays. My muses don't live well in a cage.
Peregrine imagined creative urges to be like feather lice, full of little fidgeting legs fit to drive a person mad. Or perhaps the sensation wasn't limited to art and craft. The thought of declaring himself a messenger made him his skin prickle, too. Job changes, he decided, were all difficult itches to scratch. 

Giala settled, folding her free arm under her chin. It's like dancing, though, truly. You just need to practice until it all comes back for you. Last time I tried the Waverbreeze, it was hard to make the steps come out right. My House wouldn't like it one whit.
Heriette House would likely support their daughter if she decided to sit in a tree and become a squirrel. 
But take it one flap at a time, all right? Giala's claws threading through Peregrine's feathers, a slow suggestion. If a youth just learning his wings can fly an errand, you can surely make just as good an effort of it. I haven't told anyone, so you won't get errands until you ask for them.
Peregrine wrinkled his snout. “I'm surprised Maythwind hasn't told the whole land.”
If he did tell folk, he wouldn't mean any harm by it. You know that. 

Perhaps Peregrine would know if he concentrated on Maythwind's chatter instead of leaving it for his earferrin to sift. He couldn't make sense of himself, planning to ask folk for errands when he couldn't even hear the requests they made. 

“I'm bringing Tillian to Valeover,” he said. Tillian would be glad to help him until he figured something out; she would never think to say no.
Good. Giala smiled glowing. She'll love the sights.
They paused in the muted dark. If Tillian saw more, she might choose to wander, drawn away by scent and sound and curiosity. She could discover a life of her own, find a mate, and define herself by something other than Redessence Clan. Ferrin weren't made to be tied down. Not without family names to pride themselves with. Not when they had such breeze-quick lives and open hearts.

Peregrine faced the wall, laying his throat and chin flat on the mattress to rest. He was fortunate that Zitan's family line had lingered in Redessence this long. A kit or two from each generation had stayed with the clan for nearly two eldens – no one with sense would have bet on that. 

“We'll see what comes of it,” he said. 

A hum ran through Giala. “It'll turn out all right. We'll see.” Her touch lightened to nothing, and she squirmed to a comfortable stillness. 

With that, Peregrine mulled again in his ears' hum and the fire's heat. It was about banished time he took Tillian travelling: none of the other ferrin in Skyfield caught her eye and moreover, half of them were her cousins. She was twelve precious years old: childlessness wasn't a choice to be made for lack of thought on the matter. She might find a new life around some corner, during any intake of breath. 

Once, half a lifetime ago, Zitan had suddenly sat taller on Peregrine's shoulder. 
Over there, he said, craning to see past village folk. 

It felt stiflingly important and Peregrine went toward the over there, searching blind in the middle of daybright. It had turned out to be a plain stretch of town street, with milling people of all kinds, with vendors sitting behind rainbow blankets. 
Yes, here, Zitan had said. The vendor to their left was selling cider; Zitan heard liquid splashing and Peregrine had mentioned something about wetting his throat, hadn't he? 

How talented his earferrin friend was, Peregrine had thought. Full of intuition, responding as bodily as a strummed harpstring. 

He bartered for two cups of drink. It was fresh, tart cider, and Peregrine had sat on his tail savouring his portion while Zitan talked with the cup-washing assistant – a fine-boned ferrin polite enough to stifle her occasional cough. She joined Redessence soon enough. 

If dear Zitan's spirit could think of the clan now – if he could visit from the thunder goddess's clouds and see Peregrine and Giala with only ferrin children – he would grin. Then he would prod Peregrine for worrying too much. Thinking of Zitan always hurt. Tillian wore her ancestor's white tip markings and his smile; she lived with the same unending need to mind others.

Such trepidation over a simple errand flight. Peregrine was an old dog worrying a bone; he blew a sigh through his nose and began counting thatch squares. His journey would be taken wingbeat by wingbeat, because there was no other way to fly. Tillian could stay or leave – Peregrine would figure out later which was worse. 
Chapter 3
Morning woke Peregrine, sure as if the dawn shook him bodily. He watched the flax-pale column of light standing in the roof smokehole; the day, definitely, had arrived. He stirred shortly before Giala did. Movement flashed across the clay-smeared floor and Tillian sat waiting for him, ready for the moment his feathers were preened and his pants buckled. 

A changed man today – if only changed in his goals – and Peregrine still carried earferrin weight, still caught himself settling his goggles into his mane feathers. This would need bushels more time, he supposed. Changing a person was far less simple than speaking new words or wearing new tools of trade; the goggles still felt like a lie snug around his head, if an overly truthful lie. 

Errand-running was a task Peregrine had taken for granted the last two eldens, thinking it a chore for the young and the idle. Now, readying his mind to fly, he could see the enormity. He would need a gemstone to trade, as well as all the strength he could shunt into his wings; unease murmured that his supply list should have been longer, that he might be forgetting basics. Imagine an old man taking a new trade without even knowing which tools he needed. 

“Then,” Peregrine said, knotting the opening of his pouch around and through itself, “Shall I bring back anything but peridots?”

“No, light,” Giala said, “that'll be fine.” She passed him a loose-rolled cloth sack – their companion pouch, Peregrine remembered belated. Better to carry a ferrin all day in a pouch than to cramp his arms and risk his dear passenger's life. 

Two grown ferrin could fit inside, said the memories seeping in like smoke – two grown ferrin or half a dozen kittens, dear children squirming and giggling over the simplest delights.

Tillian tapped his shoulder twice: Peregrine needed to use his eyes. He looked to Giala and found her rifling through storage boxes, tailtip snaking back and forth with concentration.

“You lost something,” he asked.

She shot him a magpie grin past her folded wing. “To tell the truth, there's a batch of onion buns here somewhere. The little ones made them for you. They took turns on the onions.” 

Peregrine's favourite travel meal, made by his clan for this day. Even though a wet-eyed ferrin handling cut onions was the second most pitiful sight he had ever known. This change of trade was an event in their minds, a day to prepare a minor feast for, when it was truly just Peregrine taking a few clumsy steps in an old direction.

“I only got to pull off the paper skins,” Tillian added. “But I helped, too.”

“Check the black-edged box. Near the top.” Peregrine remembered seeing the glossy fishleather that usually hid baked morsels.

Giala squawked triumphant, and hurried the precious bundle into Peregrine's hands. “There we are.” A quick nuzzle at his throat and then she stood back to beam at him. “Good winds to you. Take your time, all right?” 

“I'll manage,” he replied. He brushed a wax-styled mane feather away from Giala's face. “Don't worry about a thing.”

Tillian – the patient weight on his right shoulder – made him sure. His wings would carry himself and his earferrin, too. He had to have enough grit and fire to manage that.

Peregrine always put eleven steps between himself and a building before Tillian commented on the people inside. He couldn't discern whether that pause was a coincidence, or whether she counted the paces out.

“She's going to be thinking of you,” Tillian finally said.

Peregrine smiled. “I've got news, too. Rivers are wet.”

A light giggle from Tillian, and then she turned to call a greeting. Neighbours held empty shopping baskets and headed in every direction. Town vendors arranged their sales blankets for the day's bartering, lining up rhubarb stalks and earthenware, shifting cages of panicked-flapping pigeons. 

“The Weavers' chakdaws are muttering,” Tillian said. “Loudly, too.”

 Those birds got restless when a good flying wind was passing them by. Peregrine hummed. Hopefully, their good town mage had the sense not to hold a working fellow up all morning.

Maythwind jerked as Peregrine ducked through the door curtain, looking up quick enough to make his antennae bob against the top of his head. Aemets didn't typically startle – not when they had airsense to show them every approaching motion – but it looked as though Maythwind had a whole lapful of distraction. He sat in a pile of gemstones, all the shapes and hues of crystal the earth had ever made, half of them already holding green sparks in their centers. Tillian was right: Maythwind was stockpiling his plantcasting, spinning so much green life-magic that Peregrine could taste crsipness in the air.

 Maythwind blinked a wide-eyed question, murmuring.

“Yes, it's us.” Tillian slid down Peregrine's chest and leaped to the dirt floor. “Good morning!”

“My ointment.” Peregrine raised a brow. “If this is a good time.”
Oh. Oh, yes! Standing, straightening his tunic over his bony insect body, Maythwind started in five different directions before managing to pick one. Every morning, I said. Apologies, I– and then he turned to his shelves, his mouth movements vanishing.

“He's been distracted lately,” Tillian repeated, “what with that lingering rain in the central land. If more than a few folk are caught by chill, then–”
–Then Verdana help us, Maythwind said, turning back with a jar in hand, I'm only one mage! Maybe it's the High Ones' fortune that we've had such good health in Skyfield of late, but–
More rambling. Peregrine went to the four-footed treatment stool and he lifted a hand for Tillian's benefit; there was no sense repeating this haystack unless an interesting needle turned up in it. Maythwind had already worried and run his mouth enough for a whole insect-tense life. At least he had enough useful qualities to outweigh that: a sure hand with medicines, and enough innate casting strength to share, and the caution that came with anxiety. That made him a mage; that made folk want to respect and obey. Or at least, that was the only reasoning Peregrine cared for.

Tillian took in every word Maythwind said, holding her ears wide and interested, trilling comments at each break in the chatter. It must have helped that she liked to listen to everything in the land. Peregrine got to work memorizing the wood grain of the wall. Aside from Tillian's voice, he didn't hear anything but ear din and the ointment jar clicking behind him. Maythwind's skinny fingers burrowed into his feathers wrongways, vaguely warm against resting dragonflesh. Hackling his back feathers, Peregrine let his mind wander on distant breezes.

The therapy wasn't unpleasant, as Maythwind found the right muscles to knead, as the ointment warmed and smeared indistinct. Then arnica bled into the air, the most sharp and scornful petal scent Peregrine had ever known. Tillian once said that she liked the ointment smell, but that the details of the beeswax and hazel balanced it for her nose. And Maythwind must not have minded: betweenkind cared little for scents. How happy for korvikind, being in the middle of the spectrum. Peregrine breathed shallow to avoid the smell.

“He says, how is your flight?”

The question took a click to understand; Tillian's words were brief as a wisp of smoke. Peregrine blinked and was back inside a cluttered home, noticing the wall in front of his eyes. “My flight? Fine.”

“We went back and forth to the mine yesterday,” Tillian added. “Almost all by wings!”

A conversational pause. Maythwind dug his blunt-spined knuckles into a knot and Peregrine managed not to wince. 

“He says to keep practicing, but don't push yourself too hard.”

That was easy to tell someone else – Maythwind might not speak so easily if his legs refused to take steps for him. Aemets were born to run like swift wind. and even if their bodies weakened from lack of use, plant goddess Verdana gave them ample fear-strength to run with. Maythwind would never have a comparable worry. 

“And if you'd like to start working on your ears, he can make sure he saves enough casting for it.”

Peregrine had chosen his path and the consequences that came with it. He didn't have the slightest right bothering a mage who–

That was miners' thought. He didn't often call it by its name; miners naturally thought like miners, after all. Peregrine hackled tighter. He couldn't say whether he had a right to use those stiff, fiery thoughts anymore, after abandoning his mine and taking a limping step toward ordinary folk. The mentors before Peregrine would never have done this, not when they had enough breath to swing a hammer with. They were deaf and flightless and all the more strong for it.

Korvi carried the burden of mining because no one else could, not with the muscle and resilience the inner earth demanded. But what did material things matter if a person's family never saw them? Miners walked into their mines and, eventually, didn't return. Time could never be bought back. Peregrine had made the right choice, he was suddenly sure. He had chosen well, leaving his godsforsaken dust pit and bringing Tillian with him, but the next step to take wasn't any clearer than before.

“Don't fret on it,” he told Maythwind, muttering low enough that his own voice evaded him. “I've got other arrangements to make before anyone fusses at my ears.”

“He does,” Tillian said, and returned to her polite agreement sounds.

Eventually, Maythwind seemed satisfied with the worn-sack give of each muscle. He ran palms down Peregrine's back, smoothing wax traces over his feathers, spreading the tingling sensation of healing casting. This time, Maythwind's casting seemed to creep up behind the soreness, stalk close and drown it like nighttime silence: today, Peregrine received darkcasting healing. Choice of element made no difference here – Peregrine had only his natural firecasting, which quarrelled with neither bright nor dark – and switching elements was likely good practice for a young mage. 

A gemstone paid for Maythwind's service, this time a clear quartz sullied with amethyst purple at one end. Tillian repeated the broadest points of Maythwind's chatter: there weren't nearly enough darkcasters in Skyfield to make these amethysts worthwhile; Maythwind would at least get to practice his dark healing on this one; gods' good fortune indeed, Peregrine, that these stones kept turning up so free of flaws or there'd have to be some hard-knuckled bartering. Maythwind finally took the quartz and held it up to the hearth light, refracting fire-white light through the stone's facets. Thought dug wrinkles into his high forehead.

“You won't need to take many more of these,” Tillian ventured, looking between Peregrine and Maythwind with thoughtful-cocked ears. “We'll make sure to take good casting gems for errand payment.” 

Actually, they would likely take plain meals as messenger payment and use the mine stockpile to pay Maythwind. That only made sense, considering that Peregrine would struggle at the most routine of flights. He leaned on his tail and watched Maythwind conduct a gem trial, the best solution for any trading fuss.

Maythwind deflated, tension flowing out of his body along with his breath. His forest-wide eyes closed. He was the picture of calm for one tingling moment, before the quartz lit in his hands, light flowing between his fingers. A frown pulled his mouth. He stopped, lifting the quartz to stare at the feeble green spark wavering inside.
It fights harder than a clear stone ought to, but I suppose it'll do. He looked up at Peregrine. Now, I've said it before, but don't overwork those wings. Build up slowly to any flying you hope to do, or you'll stiffen something terrible!
“Fine.” Peregrine knelt for Tillian.

“And I'm supposed to work any tight-knotted spots for you,” she said, settling into Peregrine's collarbone, “I'll look after it, Maythwind! ... Yes, we'll bring word back. Don't worry, he'll be all right!” 

Once out the door, Peregrine took his eleven steps. Tillian shifted closer to his ear, bolt-quick.

“He is stockpiling gems,” she said, whiskers prickling Peregrine's temple as she leaned close, “And he has been for a full day now. He was up half the night, he said, charging those stones we saw.”

A cache like that would come in useful if the entire village fell ill at the exact same moment. Peregrine rolled his gaze to the open sky. “Plantcasting?”

“Mostly. With a little bright and dark, too.”

“He's going to worry himself raw, the dear fool.”

“The neighbours seem drawn a bit tight, today. They haven't said anything, but I think they're sensing the same thing as Maythwind. Is damp air really such a bad sign? I thought it just meant rain.”

If a person could smell clouds and lightning, damp air meant nothing more dreadful than rain. Aemets sensed airshapes, though, and their bones told them when to run. It seemed to Pergerine that damp air could show aemetkind the shape of trouble, enough to forewarn them of town-razing varieties of sickness. Maythwind might need his pile of plant stones; aemet worries sporadically came true.

“There's hardly any sickness that hunts our kinds on the wind,” Peregrine said. “But chill dampness does no good for anyone. We need to pay close attention while we're in Valeover. News might be a help to our neighbours, if any great trouble is heading this way.”

Tillian hummed, and stood taller to look at the fields. The houses were behind them now and cornstalks waved all around, green and top-heavy. 

“Maythwind also hoped your flying goes well,” Tillian said. “He said you've got good muscle condition for a miner your age.”

Aemets lived fifty years if their plant goddess smiled on them. Many of them liked to believe they knew what age was like.

“Whenever you're ready to really call yourself a messenger, let him know, all right? He's got plenty of messengers bringing him news, but he said it never hurts to have wings in reserve.” 

It never hurt to have extra anything, particularly for a town like Skyfield with one hundred and fifty aemets and nowhere near so many korvi. Peregrine sighed, guilt cloying inside him as he watched the corn plants sway. The trinity of races had its debts evened in cruel ways: aemetkind gave, and gave, and provided until they could provide no more. Perhaps a demon was taking notice right now, and panicky Maythwind was taking notice of that. There was nothing to say that wasn't the case.

“I don't know how any of this will turn out,” Peregrine said. “We'll see how my bones fare.”

A neat-carved field edge appeared in the corn, and then endless, fluttering plains grass. Peregrine looked to the Great Gem, hanging luminous over the central land in the same place Bright and Dark had held it for eons. Judging directions took a lost-wandering moment for Peregrine to remember – he hadn't travelled enough lately, it seemed. He had been making the same quarter-day journey long enough to wear a path into the grass, and now he was finding his sense of direction rotted through with disuse. Annoyance made his firecasting easier to gather, at least; he fanned his own heat outward from his chest.

“Peridots, and news for Maythwind,” he reminded himself. He pulled the companion pouch from his supplies. “We haven't forgotten anything?”

Tillian stepped over the shoulder strap, four small feet moving in sequence. “That sounds like everything. Oh,” she said, ears splaying concerned, “Giala was talking about her glue supply. Should we see about some eggs?”

“She'll hardly have the time to make a batch of glue.”

“We could help her, though.” Tillian curled into a pouch section, sniffing the thick cotton around her. “I'll keep my ears open for birds on the way back. It wouldn't hurt to bring a few fresh eggs, right? Even if she hasn't asked.”

Bringing his clan more than he had promised – how pleasant a thought. Peregrine muttered agreement and gathered his will to fly with. 
Chapter 4
Rose should have insisted that her father rest. She should have put her training to use, enough to recognize that all was not well. She should have administered herbs to him; maybe mint tea to ease his deep breathing; maybe burnet root to strengthen his blood, sickly as his skin tone was that day.

But he had quirked a smile encouraging, and convinced Rose that he guarded this town as a mage – that included guarding his own health. It's fine, he said. I'll rest in an eightmoment. Go see about some greens for dinner, Rose. Anything you feel like eating.
She never should have left the house that day. She understood how quickly a person's health could crumble, so she should have known better. 

Every resident of Fenwater came to the burial. They made a jagged ring – all the other aemets, with drooping-eared ferrin between them – and the breathing of one hundred people made a jumble of the air.

Quiet spread, filled with the hushed rustling of trees. Everyone had said their fond parting words and now they looked to Rose. 

“He was an example to us all,” Rose said. 

Her voice shivered, inside her throat and out. She couldn't think of him now without seeing that smoldering brand in her memory, the instant she came through the door curtain and Father sat there sprawled, blank-eyed and open-mouthed, a hand over his heart. 

“Arnon ...” Rose didn't need to look around her. She airsensed the shapes of Fenwater's people, their faces all turned the same way; she felt the stares numerous enough to crush. “He carried on the family ways wonderfully, it was always foremost in his mind. And I'll keep up the traditions he showed me.”

More force came into the one hundred breathing gusts. Relief, surely. Everyone was glad at the thought that they still had a healer.

“We wouldn't want anyone else,” came a voice, and warm murmurs followed it.

After passing moments, with shuffling and backward glances, people began to leave. Rose couldn't move. Shock wound too tightly around her, the fresh memory of Father's last breath and the even fresher thought that Fenwater village supported her so. Of course they stared at Rose, waiting for the words she chose careful. She was Rose Tellig, the last Tellig left alive, the last daughter of a talent-gifted bloodline. For all their words of sympathy, the people of Fenwater already thought she stood in a gloried treetop; they thought she was someone to look up to.

On this day, alone and unfinished her training, Rose Tellig wasn't just a healer – she was a new mage. If she had tears left, she would have cried.
Chapter 5
There were myriad responsibilities now, and Rose was kept busied. People liked her poultices and tea blends best simply because they were made by mage-trained hands. Every ache and weakness in this refugee town stood out in Rose's mind, the whole of Fenwater bristling with worries like thorns. She remembered the herbal blends well enough. She had always found those intuitive. Now she dug under mage supplies for more dried burdock, averting her eyes from the crystals and the training pendulum, making a small, shivering promise to herself: she would try to use these other mage things, eventually. She would need to master her plantcasting, and hone her bright and darkcasting, and perhaps learn other elements, too.

This was the full weight Father had carried. His voice rang in Rose's head, talking about the respected ways of things; she recalled the look of the training floor and the weight of a casting crystal. Someday, she would need to use every tradition-steeped skill that Father had overviewed in brief. The thought sent Rose back to the mortar and pestle, to fill it with simple roots and stems and crush them as thoroughly as she could. 

Messengers landed in the street, bringing condolences. The leader Ethan sent a particularly well-worded piece, recited careful by a graceful-moving korvi: he had confidence in Rose's abilities and he wished her well, since a new mage formed the beginning of town's own legend.

Rose bled inside. When the messenger took off, his every wingbeat moved the air of a town without a true leader. She wished, sudden and acrid, that she had asked good Ethan for help; for training; for someone else to take this mage position because she was no maker of legends. 

Moments later, Rose was summoned to look at the mint harvest and see if it would suit a cough remedy. Silently, she thanked the gods for sending a distraction.

An eightday passed. The wind stuttered, enough to wake Rose and leave her staring into the teeming nightdark, listening to her own tense pulse and spreading her airsense out into the forest. Breezes showed her pictures, sluicing around shapes to outline every stem and leaf, clinging damp and cool in every crevice. With its movement and its chill, the air frowned a warning. 

She would start advising other aemets to stay in, Rose decided the next morning. The main street was already lacking in wandering neighbours, other aemets likely sensing the same trouble Rose did. But she had treated more coughs in that morning than fair odds could explain: a solid decision needed to be made. She would ask her villagers to rest and drink tea today. She would pay attention with every sense and be ready, as ready as anyone ever could be. 

She paused in the street when she noticed the wind again. Stirring gusts drew closer in the distance, resolving into a sleek, seven-limbed body: a korvi was approaching. Rose hurried to meet the newcomer, the scarlet-feathered, bead-glittering fellow landing at the far end of the main street. She walked quick, her shoes knocking dirt away in plumes; she put on a smile just in time, as the korvi man noticed her.

“Ah, dear friend,” he cried, making elegant show of bowing, fanning his wing feathers open. “If ever I've been glad to see a face, bet a treeful of apples I'm glad to see yours! Is Arnon about?”

For one awful instant, Rose was hollow.

“Apologies,” she said, “But he's not.”

“Oh, curse the rocks in my head! Of course he's not about, I heard that news! The poor fellow! Forgive me, but I'll hold tight to that and make sure not to forget it again!” The merchant blinked at her, eyes wide as a duskmouse's. “Have we met properly?”

“I don't believe we have.”

She got a grin for that, two broad-flashing rows of the korvi man's teeth. “Then allow me to start over, friend!” He bowed again. “Syril of Reyardine. Ask for the name, whatever you need. I did mean what I said about being glad to see your face but, you understand, I'm glad to meet everyone.”

His wings fanned wider this time, and his bow dipped deeper. Rose couldn't help wishing he would stay. There ought to be more colour in this damp little village, she thought. There ought to be more flame and friends and life.

“Welcome to Fenwater, good Reyardine,” she said. “I'm Rose Tellig.”

Syril looked at her more closely now, as though sifting faces in his memory. “Ah, Arnon's daughter, yes. Frightfully sorry about your loss, Rose! I was just telling a friend of mine that Arnon Renhart, now, there was a fellow the land could use four dozen more of, truly!”

“In any case.” She straightened as though she were strong. “I'm Fenwater's mage now. What is it you need?”

“Oh, there's nothing I need myself! But the wind's got a terrible wet quality to it lately, that's what I'm hearing from every tongue worth listening to. I've got fresh-made tinctures and a bunch of the finest mint soil's ever grown, would you care to trade for them?”

Merchants only travelled as far as Fenwater for a few shrewd moments of temporary business. And responsibilities called Rose with keening voices; she didn't have the time to barter right now, not when she had one hundred aemet villagers to look in on, not with all the training she kept meaning to review.

“Apologies, but I have plenty of my own tinctures. I'd like to see the mint, though.” 

Fenwater's forest provided the village with enough mint bushes, spice-potent and tough as taproots – but there might be a lot of tea in the coming days. If everyone was fortunate, a drink mulled with someone else's kindness could be the only cure they needed.

“Yes, of course,” Syril said, waving a forgiving hand. “Now, you'll need to keep a pinch of mercy between your teeth and your cheek, my friend, mint always wilts a trifle on the trip over but–”

“Good Reyardine?” 

He looked up from a half-untied cargo pouch. “Ah, yes?”

 “Pardon me, but I have some folk I need to look in on before I can do any proper trading.” She would never be able to force her mind to this chattering discussion, not with breeze stirring cool behind house walls. “Would you mind to wait a short while? Fenwater would be glad to provide for you.”

“Now, Rose. Sitting about isn't a fair trade for my time.” Despite his words, Syril's eyes lit sharp: travellers rarely refused a meal. “I suppose I can give you a moment, though, if it'd put a spark in your lantern!”

It would, Rose thought, waving for Syril to accompany her. She appreciated any spark of help he could throw.

By luck, she had some pan bread left over to share. Syril got his meal and – still pouring out praise for her cooking – he spread a blanket full of wares outside Rose's door. There, he sat to wait.

Rose turned back to her duties; she had villagers with coughs, and not enough dried coneflower for all of them. No decent mage let that happen.

 She left the village proper, hurrying along the bare line between forest and field. She needed to keep her treatments straight in her head and stand as firm-rooted as her namesake plant. Rose had Tellig blood to help her; thinking her own name trickled strength down the inside of her shell. She combed the wagging plains grass with her eyes. However unsure she was, she could promise the plants to do no wrong and no harm. 

Late morning gemlight splashed the forest floor with yellow. Bushes shifted with the breeze, hazel and maple and ironwood, their thousands of leaves waving through air. Rose was following a worn path made by farmers' trips for hay, but none of those folk walked with her right now; she was an aemet alone, vulnerable without a colony around her. She couldn't airsense the block shapes of homes, or gesturing hands paddling the air, only trees and leaves and fauna. Father must have walked this path alone, sure-footed as a deer, likely not worried at all. He adapted to mage duties once, but how? Rose should have asked. This was yet another question she should have learned the answer to.

She found coneflowers to thank – more carefully than necessary – and pried them up with a snapping of root threads. And as she walked back to the village, Rose laid her priorities out in a string. The Irving brothers wouldn't abandon their fields until they were ordered to bed; Belladonna was too old to be flippant about her cough; the names kept coming. There were too many people coincidentally unwell, and gossip had already bled through Fenwater buzzing in corners and making folk glance quick to Rose as she passed them by. But the first person to catch a sickness became the town's weather vane, mage's teachings said. Vilhelm Durant had begun coughing first this dawn, and he needed to be seen first and often, no matter what came. Tight-lipped Vilhelm would reveal a name for the sickness: Rose could make plans from there. 

Mundane actions drew her attention as she followed the main road, people breathing and striding, antennae arced back over heads and slicing air. This was Fenwater, traditional with all its aemet-built homes clinging to tree trunks, a familiar array of open door curtains and sprout-green faces. Rose nodded greetings, knowing she would miss this if it withered away. True mage or not, she would try. She headed for where she knew Vilhelm laid.

If she weren't making sure to see otherwise, Rose might think the Saranstas home acted as normal. Merle bustled between storage baskets, and little Clover was four years old and already out of the village broodery, now following her mother and watching the complexities of adult life. Heat poured up from the hearth coals, around a pot full of chutney bubbling to itself. A family was warmly ensconced here.

Merle smiled tight at Rose – like she was simply busy and distracted, nothing more. Her antennae wiggled with her every hurried movement. “I'm glad you're back, dear. I thought of something. Could it be honey taint?”

“It's not honey taint,” grumbled the pile of blankets with Vilhelm in it.

Pausing to frown, Merle chose a spice bottle. “But it could be, couldn't it?”

“Could be. But I don't think it's honey taint.” Vilhelm's voice was gravel; he coughed once to clear it. “That'd be a sickness in the stomach, not the throat, and Rose'd bring goldenrod instead of coneflower. Isn't that right?” 

Panic flooded Rose – she would know food contamination if she came across it, she hoped vivid.

“If it were honey taint,” she recited, “folk would become ill within a handful of hours, and they'd have a sour stomach before anything else. I brought coneflower for what's making you cough. That's all.”

Vilhelm cleared his throat, the sound of satisfaction. There was no reason to be satisfied, Rose wanted to blurt, not when his breathing felt like this – air hesitated inside him, like his innards raked at his breath. It could be a simple chill – or it might not be. Worry-strength flowed through Rose, painting her insides a warning colour. 

“Well.” Merle clutched fistfuls of her pants to dry her hands. “As long as there's something we can give to cure it. Speaking of herbs, Clover found us some mallow plant, didn't you, dear?”

The child lit with pride, and nodded. 

“Sorrel said she'd dig it up later. It's yours if you want it, Rose. We can at least save you the fuss of wading in the marshes!”

Mallow was a fine provision to have. It soothed the throat, and tasted sweet and mild enough for children to enjoy. Gods, children – Rose would need to look after little ones if the sickness kept spreading. Everyone was someone's child, but young ones had barely begun to spend their lifetime and they could need Rose's help to draw another breath. Clover could face the same demon illness that was stalking her father – this beast couldn't be back already, not so soon.

Rose murmured her thanks to Merle's family and promised to return. She hurried out into the street breezes; the air in that home felt close enough to strangle.

She went next to the Irvings' home. The three brothers were fit young men, quick to grin and quicker to throw their weight into their labour. They wouldn't let a slight ill trouble them overmuch; Rose might be fortunate enough to find them working and well. 

Dinner simmered inside the Irving home; steam poured upward, dissipating inside the solid walls. Fahras stood over the pot, large and shaggy, half-covered with an apron. He shifted – lifting his head to listen, whiskers slicing damp air – and he ran for the door. Rose reached the doorway at the same time he did, readying her best attempt at a smile as he scrambled to a halt.

“Oh, Rose!” Fahras blinked, sitting on his haunches. He was the only ferrin Rose knew who stood as tall as her mid-thigh, and the only one with farmer's muscle under his fur.

“I won't keep you,” she said. “But how are the trio today?”

“They're– Huh.” His ears worked with thought, shifting positions. “I think they're all right. They say they're all right, at any pace. They're moving a shade slow, but they put some vetchleaf in their morning tea for that. “

Rose could visit the cotton fields and see for herself, perhaps check the Irvings' breathing and constitution. That would be meddling in hard work, though. Plants had the same base needs as aemets, the same appetite for water and nourishment and care.

Fahras's ears sank toward his neck. “Why, is something wrong? Whatever you need, Rose.”

There was no hiding from a ferrin: they understood people. Every fleeting mood crossing Rose's face, every twitch she didn't know she was making, Fahras's kind saw plain as day. She bit her lip.

“If it's not too much trouble.”

“No trouble!” Fahras smiled, a light in his eyes. 

She inhaled, mustering herself to ask. Knowledge was to be shared, Father always said.

“I need Breeli's advice. You know where to find her, don't you?” 

Fahras nodded. “It's a simple place to find. It'll take me a half hour and crumbs, would you tell the Irvings that I'm gone? I'd fully appreciate it, Rose.”

She carried Fahras's message to his brothers, out among the woody rows of cotton plants with seed pods cracking open white. The Irvings thanked Rose, pausing from their gathering of fallen leaves and petals, rubbing their brush-cut hair back. 

“We'll make sure to see you if we start faring any worse,” Cliffton said, turning to glance at Arlin and Sherwin. He moved slow enough to be called weary-looking – but surrounded by well-watered ground and spotlessly healthy cotton leaves, Rose didn't dare comment on the fact that he worked. Reaping season was no time for a farmer to go lax.

The brothers agreed with one another, and smiled pleasant for their mage. As Rose turned to leave – overfull of concerns she couldn't voice – Arlin hurried after her.

“I shared a little casting with a mint shoot earlier,” he said, low and secret. “Didn't stay to watch it run its course, but it should have some good tea leaves on it by now. Pick it if you'd like, Rose. Sounds like we need some more good brewed up around here.” 

Walking homeward, holding tender stems of tingling-new mint, Rose cast her airsense out into the forest. Fahras was too long gone to sense; she recalled the bouncing motion of his tailtip among woodbine leaves. Rose let out her breath, feeling it mesh with empty air around her. She hoped not to be alone much longer.

Before she left, Breeli had told the other Fenwater ferrin where she was stowing herself and her half-wild family; she had told Rose, smirking, that it was nothing personal. Just a cranny of the forest a person needed fur on their tail to really appreciate. Dear Breeli was out there somewhere, raising kittens in a comfortable tree cavity and calling out sage advice to them. She would give off an aura fit to light a room with, and combined with memories of Arnon, Breeli might manage to bring wisdom to Fenwater.

Daylight sat in a pebble-size spot on the town chromepiece face. This moment was the colour of goldenrod blooms, earlier than Rose would have guessed but she knew what time-stretching power a person's worries could have. She wouldn't stop worrying until the sound of coughing villagers went stale in her memory. She fussed at the logs securing the chromepiece base, and readied herself to walk past the roiling crowd outside her home.

Because folk had gathered around Syril's blanket, naturally – he chattered, pouring breath-sounds out steady, his fruit-rich appearance flashing through the tree-coloured aemet crowd. He was warm enough to draw everyone toward him.

Rose tugged pleasant expression back onto her face, just in case eyes landed on her. She at least had another korvi friend at this moment, one more messenger and lifeline. Unfortunate that she was holding Syril up, but she couldn't imagine letting him leave uninformed; his service was beyond price. Rose entered the training hall beside her home, and her villagers eyes turned only brief toward her. 

This place was a great, rectangular block of air, penned in stale by board walls, only stirred when Rose brought in tincture bottles to store. How lively everyone's hopes had been, giving Arnon so more precious boards than the remnants of the Tellig family could possibly use for their two selves. The newly named Fenwater had wanted a leader, someone too stalwart to fear demons, someone surrounded by children learning the trade. They gave their saviour Arnon more house boards, so he could make all the home he would ever need. Father had supposed – in a thoughtful moment years past, candlelight snagging on the lines around his eyes – that he would use the boards for extra training space until Rose had her children.

Rose wasn't used to life, not like Father was. That felt to be the problem. Her selection of medicine bottles dangled from storage ropes, glinting watchful. She turned bottles to study their ink markings: caricatures of calendula flower and wiche-hazel leaf. She had everything she needed if a neighbour wrenched their back or was bitten by a spider. If only Rose faced something mundane now.

The training hall was perhaps five hanks long on each wall. Although its corners were well filled with living oak trunks, there would surely be enough space. Rose left – she would prod herself to courage later and figure exactly how many sickbeds would fit into that building. 

Syril paused from regaling the villagers, long enough to nod to Rose as she passed. Fenwater folk paused also, offering hope-thin smiles. Then they were outside the drawn door curtain, and the house only held Rose and her heaped memories. 

She sat by her hearth, whispering prayers of thanks for the flammable things, feeding the coals back to licking, welcoming flames. But she shouldn't have added twigs just yet, her thoughts suddenly scolded her – starting a fire was a chance to practice her meagre firecasting. Skill didn't spring up out of bare earth. There was no saving the twigs now: Rose watched them twist and blacken. Sensing the thick forest of things she had yet to learn, Rose stood and headed for her supplies, only to look at them. Even now, she was wasting time. She likely should have been casting in these preliminary moments but gods help her, she had no idea what on–

Air split around a shape bursting into the room – Rose had hot strength to run with.

“Hey, Rose!”

It was a ferrinshape, ears high, every hair stark in Rose's airsense. And it spoke with Breeli's familiar voice. The instincts fled without Rose; she turned, hand over her drumming heart. “Yes?”

“Jumpy, kit?” Breeli lolloped closer, tipping her head. “I'd have yelled.”

“Apologies, I didn't think you'd be here so soon.”

Rose knelt, and didn't notice her own palm spread in offering until Breeli took it between warm little hands. The time since meeting this friend felt valley-wide, and so, it seemed, Rose was reintroducing herself. Breeli smiled toothy at her, with the same lake-depth gaze as ever.

“Start paying some mind or you'll misplace your head! I missed you. Ambri's tail, it feels like it's been a fouryear!”

A smile spread through Rose. “How are your kittens?”

“Thunder in thimbles!” Breeli crowed a laugh and bounded off to choose a sitting cushion. Her sarong flapped loose, tied with one fist-clumsy knot; that she had put clothing on at all was a nicety. “They're almost ready to choose their preferred names and am I ever glad, it'll be half as many names to yell to the whole forest! I should bring them by more often. Fenwater's short a few climbing trees for their liking, though.” She sat on her haunches long enough to wave both hands. “I'm not here to yammer about me! Fahras said you need my ear to talk into?”

Just like that, Rose's smile withered inside her. She joined Breeli in the sitting space around the hearth, picking at her left thumbnails.

“I just need your advice. You always know how to face things.”

Turning circles on the cushion, Breeli shot her a frown. “Fahras says Arnon's gone.”

The memory of finding Father stood out garish in Rose's mind, that terrible feeling of understanding. Her lips pressed.

“Ten days ago. It happened so fast ... I think it was his heart.”

Breeli murmured, her ears low. “Verdana watch him.”

“It's–” Rose was out of place standing. She huddled onto a cushion, beside Breeli. “I'm not a mage yet.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Not enough of one. I don't know what to do yet. How am I meant to know when there's no one here to ask?” Disorder needled Rose's airsense. She smoothed a loose hair back toward her hair ties; that helped but she still itched with awareness, her flesh laid wrinkled on her bones. “I don't– Something's going to happen, and I don't know what to do.”

“Something?” Breeli's ears folded. “You've got to have an idea.”

Rose dug her thumbnails into one another. Quiet flooded around them; Breeli's gaze bored in relentless and Rose didn't need to look at her to feel it.

“I know there are twenty villagers sick. All with the same throat trouble, all in the last fourhour.”

“Twenty? That's enough to worry, all right.”

Twenty desperately sick people would be more than a struggle for a lone healer – one like Rose, anypace. She had lived for fourteen years and only spent a handful of those years studying careful. She hadn't grown enough under Father's guidance; she should have taught plantcasting lessons to Fenwater kin, or taken lessons herself, whichever schooling made the difference between mageling and mage.

“Do you remember,” she asked Breeli, “how the demon first shows itself? I know what the breathing rasp sounds like. But is there anything else?”

Breeli stared. “I was out hunting grasshoppers one day and I just tripped across Arnon, up to his ears in dying folk. Banish me if I know the first fussy details of it.”

And Breeli likely had nothing else to say about that village – the place Rose was born, the community where the Tellig family had lived and almost entirely died. No one talked about that place. A handful of its villagers lived, but they were Fenwater villagers now: the demon stole aemets' homes and pasts as often as it stole lives. 

Rose forced her hands apart. She would draw blood if she kept picking.

“The sick folk here tell me their strength is low today, and most of them are coughing. Everything seemed as usual last night, it– What if the demon is back? What if I need to call exodus, I can't do this myself, Breeli.”

“Fish feathers.” She hopped closer, glaring sure, palms suddenly warm on Rose's calf. “You had your ears open when Arnon told you things, didn't you? He was smart enough to pass for a blood Tellig, not a married-in. You had good soil to grow in, kit, ask anybody in Fenwater and they'll say they want the Tellig daughter guiding them.”

They had no choice. Arnon had held onto his wife's magecrafting legacy, tucked the Tellig name close to his chest while Telligs themselves breathed their last, and he found himself with one daughter left to pass the legacy to. Only one child. One seed, alone in the disaster's bare-torn wake. Arnon must have planned to take on more magelings – he had mentioned it lightly in the clear morning, on the day before Rose noticed his pallor.

“I'll try,” Rose said. She laid her hand over Breeli's, pressing ferrin clawpoints gentle against her skin. “Verdana help me, I'll do what I can.”

“Of course you will. And you've got, what, eighteen ferrin here for the calling? More than that if I chew my kits into shape. You learned from the best, Rose, don't trade yourself short.”

Rose had learned how to treat the minor troubles the demon caused, the weakness and coughing that leeched a person's strength away. She remembered that much from the old town; she could brew tea and cool neighbours' brows. Then she could pour tea for her own gummy throat, and mop a cool path across her own clammy neck, and try again to heft a water pail. After that, the shadows took her memories; Rose remembered only heat, confusion and plantcasting's clean flare in the dark, and Father's face, and the tattered beginnings of a new village when she awoke. Breeli could guide her through some of that airless time – only some of it. 

A half-burned husk of log crumbled into coals. Sparks winged up hot, melting away into the space between treetops. 

“I should have found more korvi,” Rose said, shaking her head. “Another trip and I could have found dragonkind friends to help us.”

Settling against Rose's side, Breeli said, “I was wondering about that glittery fellow. Is he there to prop your walls up or what?”

“I don't mean to hold the good Reyardine up. He doesn't seem as though he'd mind running an errand.” Here was another worry on top of Rose's heap: she had to make another round of the village and ask Syril for whatever she needed to ask of him. She made herself meet Breeli's gaze. “I should check on Vilhelm again. Would you come with me?”

“No trouble. Clover must be growing like a vine, how is the dear thing?”

“Doing fine. She'll be glad to see you.” That mundane thought was all Rose needed – she had the strength to get to her feet. She took a careful breath to speak with. “At least I'm sure I know the sound of the demon's grip. And Father said everyone listens to an exodus call if they've got a drop of sense.”

Her instincts roiled at the thought. Rose wanted to run but she only walked, with Breeli following smooth by her side. 

“Do what you have to, kit.”

Rose's nerves honed her airsense to a point now; she could feel every spoken word gusting on villagers' breath, every mote of air in the forest. She sensed Vilhelm's rough-splintering hack for a full, awful moment before entering the Saranstas home.

Merle smiled, watching Breeli butt friendly against Clover. Then she cleared her own sticky throat, and coaxed Vilhelm to roll over and face Rose; his eyes were glazed now, moving thick as syrup. Here was the throat-shape Rose had hoped never to sense again – an airway sagging in on itself, the first damp-bowing traces of weakness. Her heart sped, drowning out the raking sound of Vilhelm's breath. 

“I suppose it wasn't the honey,” Merle murmured. Clover slipped back to her mother's side and stifled a gusting cough in her hand. 

A ferrin hand laid on Rose's knee; Breeli stared up at her, steady, sturdy against the ground.

The strangest part was how easily Rose's words came. This was no vague possibility, no web of maybes. This was a sick person and his sickening family, whom Rose Tellig had to help. She scraped for words.

“It's ... It's nothing he ate. This is worse, I'm afraid.”
Chapter 6
Rose first told Chiko, the only korvi who lingered in Fenwater on any regular basis. He dug gardens and latrines to earn his keep, and said once that his favourite work let him set his feet against the earth and do good, honest hauling. No one paid mind to that comment when asking him to fly; Chiko never complained. 

He didn't complain this time, either, only clasped Rose's hands and promised all the speed he could muster. He winged off toward Greenway village, flapping hard, looking like a startled finch sailing away tiny over the trees. Once Chiko's wingbeats melded with the sky currents, Rose returned home, her insides still pinched tight with realization.

“Ah, strike a spark and you never can tell where it'll catch,” Syril called as she approached. He was layering his goods back into a cargo pouch, grinning up through his breeze-swaying mane feathers. “But your villagers cleaned me out of the mint and tinctures. A thousand sorries if you had those in mind, Rose!”

Maybe the village truly did sense the same danger Rose did. They would accept her bolstering teas and possibly add a dose of their own tinctures: a little alcohol calmed the nerves.

“It's fine, good Reyardine. But may I ask you for an errand?”

“That's one of many services I offer, friend! My hands are safe to put things in, and I dare say you'd have a hard time finding swifter wings on person or beast!”

Rose held her own hands tight. “Then, would you go to Opens and speak to their leader for me? Ethen needs to know that I'm calling exodus.”

“Exodus?!” Feathers rose on his back, their shafts spaced as wide as his spread hands. “Oh, skies, Rose, if you're the only–”

“Please be ready to leave in a moment,” she forced out, her mouth wood-stiff. “I've got a payment for you, for your trouble. But you'll need to fly with all the fire you've got, good Reyardine.”

If Syril noticed the quaver in her voice, he was kind enough not to comment. He stared with slate-wide eyes, and he nodded. 

Rose thanked him. And then went to her storage baskets, hurrying to plunge her hands in, seeking a payment of anything at all. 

Aemetkind ran from danger. Plant goddess Verdana built her children with deft senses and crickets' strong legs, so they could sense the wind and follow it to safety. Fear strummed Rose's tendons now – she craved escape like everyone else, but mages never ran when the demon struck. They stood calm and sage. They braced to meet the threat, even if they didn't know how. 

As Fenwater village began its exodus, the air felt peculiar – not just from the churning breezes of one hundred people hurrying about, but from a lurid sense of fate, the skin-tingling awareness of a lightning strike an instant away. Rose searched useless through her dry herb supplies, airsensing every aemet footstep stirring dust outside. The shock of the exodus warning was gone; everyone's worry settled now into resolve. They moved in in blade-mouthed silence, with ferrin lolloping alongside to keep watch. 

Released dogs barked in the distance, then crashed deeper into the forest; they might still ward off predators, if Fenwater had so much luck. There was no more shuffling from the horse stable, or muttering worry from chakdaw lofts, because those creatures gladly took their freedom in the plains grass. Only a few pigeons were kept, huddled in their locked crates. Rose had always thought pigeons to be simple-minded but now, the wary gleam in their eyes said otherwise.

In the next long moments, Rose checked each of her aemet kin. She turned her senses inward to the wet rhythm of breathing, focusing, letting her visceral wisdom decide. Father hadn't said it in as many words but this was the crucial time, choosing who to order away and who to hold back. Rose chose everyone's fate, now. She had to put faith in her own senses, however queasy the thought felt, swinging loose on a tether. 

She hadn't called the exodus a moment too soon: in all of Fenwater, twenty-eight people breathed thickly. The demon's claws were already at their throats and running would bring a weak, exhausted death, possibly a desperate one alone in the fields. That knowledge ran chill down Rose's shell as she shook her head for each one. They all stared terror back – but they nodded for her, and told their neighbours quietly goodbye. 

Rose wished the gods' good fortune on the rest of her villagers, in a voice small enough not to break. Families left, making use of their precious time – half of them strung along the forest's south edge toward Greenway, and half broke through the western grass toward Opens. They ran with a gait water-smooth, allowing their antennae little movement, keeping their airsense crisp enough to rely on. They carried drinking water tied against their lower backs and enough mementos to fill their pockets, and they kept sight of their loved ones; nothing more was important. Grass swallowed the fleeing Fenwater villagers, their movement blending away into the grass stalks and wind.

Twenty-eight names rang in Rose's ears, in time with her heartbeat. Their voices filled the training hall – which was a sickhouse now – with cuttings of conversation. Linens flapped and bed-shaped stacks formed. Rose showed the anxiously milling ferrin where to place the dry corn supply, and she turned to the woodpile – there wouldn't be time for gathering fallen twigs. Other, better mages might have had magelings to spare for that. Rose hesitated at the thought of her bundle of silver-faceted coal, reserved just in case. She thought of smoke muddying the air and she shoved the idea away. Fire god forgive them, but there would be no coal in Rose's sick house; they needed as much of Verdana's blessing as possible.

She had scarcely thought that when Fahras approached, rolling a rough-textured weight through the breeze. He beamed at Rose, over his wheel-shaped chunk of chestnut wood, and motioned to the fifteen other ferrin working in the street – hauling wood out of abandoned homes, pulling branches from hearths and woodpiles. The village was Rose's to draw from now. Homes without people weren't homes at all, just houses full of objects; she had to remember that. Dim relief flooded her as she pointed to a spot and watched a woodpile grow.

Within a moment, a pile as high as her hip was nestled against the sickhouse's outside wall. The Irving brothers discussed dry cotton sticks, and those soon stood piled for Rose's use, too.

Some villages had to burn house boards toward the end – goddess forgive them for even thinking it, trees forgive them. Rose remembered clattering sounds jarring through her sleep, remembered panic at finding her airway choked narrow, and heard voices and dry wood's burning crackle. If Fenwater needed to consume its own homes, she supposed, she could use her own south-facing wall. Its knots would burn slow. But that terrible possibility could wait.

The Fenwater ferrin ran more errands in the village, more trifling movements like stitches forming a finished blanket. Every home was picked over for supplies – bedsheets and herb leaves and salt – and all of it piled inside the sickhouse walls. Rose had every physic she could ask for and get. She called the ferrin before her. 

“My friends,” she said, her voice a weak buzzing inside her body; she was too numb to be scared anymore. “Thank you for everything.”

Eighteen sets of ears fell. These folk would work endlessly as ants if Rose asked them to – they would do that for anyone, which was exactly why they needed to be told to leave Fenwater. Breeli and her mate would return with their five kittens soon, and Fahras was off filling water tubs; that modest crowd would be enough. Every other ferrin Fenwater sat gathered before Rose now, whiskers quivering, their attention soaking the air. 

“Truly,” Rose added, “Thank you. But you need to catch up to your families.”

“Not as much as you need help,” Miko replied, staring a question. She looked wrong without the Almast family's ankles around her; she looked too small.

Rose picked at a thumbnail, just once, controlled. “I've got plenty of hands here, with Breeli and Fahras and everyone. It's more important that you follow your families, since they'll need your help soon. Other mages will need you. Nearly sixty of our kin ran–” 

The numbers loomed in her mind; the panic flooded. The demon sickness might catch all sixty of them, ruthless and thorough. The last words Rose heard from her villagers could be the goodbyes fresh in her memory. 

“–And they'll need to be cared for,” she said, “so please, go after them. Your friends all told you where they were running to, didn't they?”

Orrelin canted his head. “Will you be all right, though?” He never let the Trey family refuse his help.

“Of course. Arnon knew how to take care of this.” If only he had taught Rose. She smiled hopeful; the motion felt mildewed and slick. “Hurry, all right? Gods watch you.”

The ferrin hesitated, watching, before they turned away. They didn't believe her. They must have seen through her acting or smelled her fear, and dispersed so slow because their hearts weighed them down. 

But they still obeyed. They tied meals inside kerchiefs and, with ears mournfully low, they bolted away after their aemet loved ones. Rose watched black and white tailtips bounce away, and lost track of those, too, in the fields.

She stood, drawn tight everywhere she had yanked words out of herself. People stirred in the sickhouse behind her. Flecks of Breeli's brass voice carried on the wind. Rose stared out at the field and turned back toward the tree-shaded streets; she was scuttling under endless sky, surrounded by trees taller than she would ever be.

Twenty-eight aemets remained, all of whom would smother in the demon's grip if they didn't receive enough care. Rose hoped fervent that her well of strength would last. And she hoped that other villages' mages would find enough strength to help Fenwater: aemet ancestors had learned that more folk lived when they scattered and fled, when they met enough plantcasting mages. Exodus rent a village apart, in the hope that its pieces might be cared for by neighbours. Rose couldn't know what Father went through when he had too many friends to heal. She could guess how much healing there would be, how much heartache and pouring out of strength – but only guess. So many answers lost when one person's heart failed to beat. 

Breeli came out of the sick house, then, trotting straight as bee flight to sit at Rose's feet. Rose wondered if ferrin could sense feelings as particular as a need for company; she put aside her thought-wracked questions and watched Breeli pull a sparse-leafed sprig from her mouth. 

“What's this in commontongue? Niro says it's good when folk are sick, he just can't grab hold of its name.”

Wild ferrin – like Breeli's dear mate had been and still mostly was – had strong-built instincts and a knack for choosing plants. The shame was that they couldn't explain what they knew, not with their simple, eager sign language and newly learned words. Rose stooped to see the plant's leaves better.

“That's alfalfa. It's best used to coax a fussy appetite. Thank him, though.” The thought of eating made Rose quiver inside; swallowing food would be the least of the villagers' worries. 

“That's fine.” Breeli ate the alfalfa sprig, and stared her concern. “Everyone's off on their way, then?”

“I shouldn't have sent so many of them.”

Taking Rose's side as they walked, Breeli muttered, “I'll say. They could have helped you, not that the firewood pile isn't a masterpiece.”

“I mean I shouldn't have sent away so many aemetkind. I should be looking after them.” 

“More of them?!” Breeli glared. “Do you remember what happens when the mage has too many?” 

Rose looked away at the dirt. She didn't remember what happened, not the way Breeli could see it all happening behind her eyes. “What I mean is, I should be able to care for more folk if they need me.”

“Do you know how many Arnon cared for, at the worst point?” Breeli's face softened as her voice did; her mouth twisted like this memory turned sour. “Thirty-three. He struggled like a drowning rat with thirty-three. Hardly more than you've got here, and Arnon had a way with healing like he'd learned from the goddess herself. There's only so much time to trade around, you know, when everybody's so damned sick. You've got plenty cut out for you, don't you dare wish for any more.”

How selfish, wanting to do more; Rose throbbed guilty inside. She nodded.

“But I shouldn't have to tell you that, kit. You've got some good between your ears. As long as we get some helping hands flying in, you'll be fine. We'll see you through until then.” Breeli jerked her head in invitation, dropping to four feet to patter quicker. “Before I forget, come have a look. We've shuffled the place around a little. I moved your mage things into your house, the better to make room for everyone in the sick house. You can tell me if I've made mud out of it all.” 

“Thank you.”

“Whatever you need,” Breeli replied. She looked back past her own orange-clothed backside, grinning. “And there'll be more you need! Count on it!”

Rose would need as many deft hands as the land could provide her. She would need healers, magelings or anyone with a scrap of skill. She couldn't remember, suddenly, whether she'd asked Chiko and Syril to recruit help, or even to return themselves for more courier work – but Rose must have asked them that. No one half trained would make such a gaping mistake. A chill unfurled inside her now, the sensation of forgetting something she couldn't afford to go without.

For one pleading moment, while watching the black-bouncing tip of Breeli's tail brush, Rose put her plantcasting-centered hands over her heart and prayed. Gods watch Rose and those in her care; High Ones forgive her for everything.

Following Breeli through the Tellig house door, Rose ran plant names through her thoughts again, sifting everything that might aid the body's natural restoration. Not knowing in the first place was wretched enough; Rose couldn't forget simply because of nerves. She was only beginning to review the uses of mint when Fahras flashed into the sick house behind her.

“Rose,” he said, “I gathered the cotton bolls for you. But I can't find any thyme.”

“Thyme?” She didn't recall asking for any. “Why?”

His ears fell limp. “Because Belladonna said pigeon broth with plenty of thyme is good for what ails, and Cliffton's gone off to the coop for her. I'm sorry. I told them what you said.”

Rose stifled the urge to run after them both and chide them hard. She had a precious few hours where Fenwater villagers could still lend their hands; Rose needed all the help she could get, every shining drop. Her thumbs found each other and began to pick.

“That's fine. A small walk shouldn't hurt Cliffton, so long as he isn't coughing badly. And I can put herbs in broth just as well as anywhere else.” She hoped she wouldn't be asked to break the pigeon's neck – thinking about it made her stomach turn over.

“Oh, herbs.” Fahras said it like he had managed to forget about plants entirely. “All right. I'll just get water, then.”

“Bring the river, while you're at it,” Breeli said. 

“If you'd like.” Fahras looked between the two of them, his ears cocked wry. “You mean a few more buckets, right?”

Most ferrin couldn't lift a full pail of water, not when electric goddess Ambri shaped her children so small. But Fahras likely improved the cotton harvests by half, diligent as he was in his watering work. Rose saw him in the streets occasionally, carrying his sloshing pail back from the river, drawing damp-dark paths up and down the Irvings' field: he was a gift in stout wrapping.

“Just fill a few big boiling pails,” Rose said, “If you would?”

He nodded and was gone.

“So that's the food, the water, the beds, and a whole mess of plants,” Breeli said, climbing halfway into a storage box. “Look at this stuff, will you? There's got to be something else you need.” 

“Healing stones?” The idea sprang to Rose, a blunt-sudden memory of Father with a blinding quartz stone in his hand. “I might need bright and dark healing stones later. For if anyone is ... is suffering.”

“Yeah, there's a bag of them over there.” Breeli pointed, not bothering to remove her head from the box. “I can't tell their elements apart from a horse pie, but I know they're stones with a charge of something in 'em.”

 A cursory check – touching each stone and making contact with its cached magic – showed Rose a supply of four brightcasting stones and five darkcasting, all aptly charged. More than enough for pain relief. It was precious little balm on her worry; maybe she wasn't forgetting anything, and maybe there was nothing more to be done. She couldn't take that chance. She knelt by Breeli's side, to sort herbs yet again.
Chapter 7
When Tillian was small – when she was Tillian Sri and she hadn't picked which half to be called by – she used to listen for the rustle-flap of korvi wings. She ran outside whenever she heard them, full of an excitement too sparkling to stifle. Peregrine and Giala thought she was just glad to see familiar folk returning: they had smiled two completely different smiles at her. Mama Kelria told her once, leaping down from Peregrine's tree-tall grasp, that Tillian Sri was shaping up to be the best friend a person could ever want. That moment felt right, a polished piece of truth to hang alongside her family pendant.

 Flight still sounded special, even now. Tillian could spend plenty more days being carried by Peregrine, and she would still want to hear the wooshing wind and the shuffle of feathers. She listened to every wingbeat slapping against the air; the sounds commanded her to pay attention, to stay sharp. Maybe feathers reminded her of a delivery – because flight meant someone was arriving with a message, even if that message was just hello. If Tillian heard a messenger, her job would be to run out and meet them, or to at least tell Peregrine about the newcomer. That made sense. But anyone could receive a message. That didn't need Tillian and Tillian alone; that didn't answer the question why.

Why, for instance, was she listening now, when there was nothing but wind to hear and Peregrine knew the sky better than she ever would? Maybe because Peregrine's matters were more interesting than the dusty-smelling pouch walls or the blurry, distant ground? No, there was more than that. Tillian listened because ferrinkind helped people. Peregrine needed her help. He had even told her so with grumbled words. 

She raised her ears higher against the wind's drag, focusing past the round, rushing sound of air, until she found the rhythms of muscle and flight quills. Maybe Tillian listened for wings because she couldn't take the chance that they didn't belong to Peregrine.

 It didn't really matter, she decided. She was an earferrin – so why ask why she listened? She just did. Rain fell, plants grew, and Tillian heard everything. 

She turned a circle in the companion pouch and it still wasn't as comfortable as being held. Tillian swung in her fabric pendulum and suddenly, Peregrine's long-boned hands settled around her; she felt the sky's wind easing against her eartips. Peregrine's wingbeats faltered now, like the heat in his chest was scorching the rhythm away. This part of flying ruined all the rest. Peregrine hated to fail so much that Tillian could nearly smell it. The wind's whistle dropped in pitch, a limp and fading kind of music; the drag against her ears was gone; the blurry fields must have approached them. Tillian held her worry-thrumming body still. The best help she could give was to do nothing at all. 

It felt like hours passed, held tight to Peregrine's fire-glowing chest, but she and him finally fell to earth. Tillian's stomach drifted in her throat like dandelion seeds, and she caught a glimpse of grass stalks focused into being, and Peregrine jerked to a stop.

She squirmed to face him right away, leaping off his palms and onto his shoulder, sitting on feathers and pouch strap and flight-hot skin. Unfortunate as this was, Tillian at least had her duty back; she couldn't help anyone without a duty. She squinted into the field-gold distance.

“Almost there,” Peregrine said in a bitter wheeze. “Valeover's still an hour's walk.”

He couldn't mean an entire hour. Fresh smoke scent clung to the breeze, with roast corn and people's moods twined into it. Peregrine couldn't smell all of that, but he knew he was being dour with his guesses – he had to know. Tillian hummed, too low a sound for Peregrine to hear.

“All right,” she said. “You did well for a first day of messenger's flight!” She focused her hearing outward, past Peregrine's rough breathing. “I can't hear water, but I smell it.” 

Peregrine grunted agreement. He straightened and began to walk, his swaying motion as familiar as Tillian's own heartbeat. Grass crunched a harmony underfoot. “It's a pond to the north. Saw it from the sky.” He blew smoke through his teeth; charcoal scent smeared the air, and the leather skin of his chest cooled to lukewarm. “Shall we stop?”

Tillian didn't want a drink of water right now, not even freshly scooped water. She wanted something and didn't know what – maybe she wanted this trip to be complete, or to feel the floating-huge pride sensation of a job fully done. Peregrine strained so hard when he was in the middle of things. 

“No, thank you.” Tillian settled into the groove of Peregrine's collarbone. People said that great Fyrian made his korvi children with a spot for their ferrin friends to lay, like a nest carved right into living guardians – and it felt accurate enough to be true. “Well, then,” she tried, “You never answered me why you're going to be a messenger.” 

“Because I decided to be.”

Tillian's ears fell – he hadn't even thought about that. “I mean actually why. You're good at mining, you've done so much practice.”

Peregrine stared into the distance, eyes flinty. Wind whistled in the endless grass.

“It's something you'll never need to worry about.” He glanced over his shoulder, like the dratted plains couldn't keep a secret. “But korvi waste as they get old, usually the labourers and other folk who don't have a daily need for flight. It's a disgrace to watch. Perfectly good wings shrivelling on the vine ... I'm not going to be like that.”

That was a statement tall with pride, just like Peregrine. Miners moved plenty, though. Peregrine had shoulders like a sure cliffside, and legs and tail as tough as rope; he picked Tillian up with whim's ease and he never let himself be anything but capable. Peregrine's kind must not have cared about things like that if they couldn't fly. Tillian supposed she would miss the sky, too, if she had ever been part of something that big.

She forced her ears higher; she was thinking, but she still had to listen. Peregrine was surrounded by wind; grass; larks singing; crunching stems underfoot. Normal things. There was also quiet packed between the two of them. She looked to Peregrine's set mouth. 

“Really,” she said, “you're doing better than a lot of people would.”

“Because a lot of people misplace their good sense.” He paused, watching the grass tops. “Truly, though ... I suppose I want to fly places like I used to, whenever the idea strikes. As I did when I was young.”

He made himself sound eons old. Long ago, when the land was new, Peregrine of Ruelle travelled whenever he pleased. 
“If you could work any trade,” Peregrine said, “which would you choose?”

“If I–”

Tillian sat straighter, ears splaying: she had never wondered this before and the question hit her like cool water. What would Tillian the earferrin be if she weren't an earferrin? Arts leaped to mind – skills like Giala's sculpting and sketching and music. She could learn those simply enough. But no, Peregrine had said any trade, not just the ones Tillian happened to live alongside. She thought like a korvi, flying over all the possibilities, imagining every skill people had ever learned. If she had lived differently enough, maybe Tillian Sri would tell folk to call her Sri.

“I'd help people, whatever I did.” The riddle never said she couldn't help Peregrine. Maybe, she thought with rich-flashing realization, she could help Peregrine as well as everyone else they passed by. “Maybe I'd just see what the town mage needed and help them.”

Peregrine fixed one wood-dark eye on her. “A mage who'd teach you properly, I should hope.”

“Mages are always teaching, if you're paying attention. I could learn to charge stones, maybe.” A sound tugged sudden at Tillian's hearing – she looked out over the fields. “Hruck-hruck, that's an earthbird, isn't it? Watch your feet.”

 Peregrine opened his wings a fraction for balance, his muscles shifting under Tillian's tail. There had been word once of a korvi who broke his ankle stepping in an earthbird burrow and that was exactly the sort of trouble an attentive friend could avert. If Peregrine was safer, happier, more of something, then Tillian was filling her role. 

“You'd be a fine mageling,” he muttered, watching the ground.

She smiled. Strange, though: it didn't feel happy. She couldn't imagine how a mageling would feel in that moment, listening in the prairie air.

Tillian watched the blurry distance until box-shaped buildings formed. Afternoon brightcasting shone over the land, rich and yellow. Knifegrass around them turned to neat-groomed crops, and Peregrine's footsteps passed from crunching grass to muted dirt road.

Valeover town smelled like betweenkind and wood dust and horse droppings and fresh-ripped mint, with sour whiffs of town garbage. It bustled more than usual – at least, it seemed so when Tillian held everything up against her memories. All around them, aemets walked brisk, their antennae making up a textured field of grass. Ferrin darted around their neighbours' hoof-shaped shoes. Tension lined so many faces, hundreds of fleeting expressions adding up to a wary tingle in Tillian's insides.

“I think something's wrong here,” she murmured against Peregrine's temple.

“There ought to be more of a mix in Valeover,” Peregrine said low, stepping to one side of the crowd's flow. “Their town was a full third korvikind, last I knew it, but there's hardly a feather to be seen. Try to overhear some news.”

Her ears were already high, her attention on the green-skinned sound swirling around them. Tillian focused and the crowd mumbling split into shards, into voices:

“–I can spare the quartz at least. They'll need–”

“–hope Johen isn't caught by it–”

“–haven't you heard? Just this morning–”

“–at a time like this, Verdana help them–”

It had to be one great, terrible event worrying everyone, a shadow like a diving falcon. Electricasting squirmed inside Tillian, ready to protect her; she held it back from soaking into her fur. She looked to Peregrine. 

“Something bad happened earlier today, I think people are getting sick? Everybody's talking about it.”

Peregrine grunted. “I guessed as much.”

“Should we find the mage?”

“If they're gossiping so freely, the mage will be busy enough keeping the peace.” He paused; thought tugged grim around his mouth. “We need broader news. Keep your eyes sharp for korvi.” 

 Because when korvi all vanished from a town, it meant they had bad news to carry around. Tillian shifted closer to Peregrine's neck, finding him motion-warm and solid.

He slipped back into the crowd's flow, strides steady and careful, shoulders knitted tense. Ears weren't much good when the two of them needed to look, so Tillian turned, curling her tail across Peregrine's throat for balance, craning to see past his glossy, rust-orange wings. Aemets always left their korvi friends a bubble of open air in crowds – it was nice of them, Tillian thought, to give a sky creature enough space for their peace of mind – but there was nothing to see beyond the crowd's edge. Antennae swayed around them; someone led a dog by its rope collar; gesturing hands were everywhere.

Tillian couldn't place the tug at her attention until she saw it again: korvi horns, two snake-shaped curves held tall above all the other heads. Crimson skin blazed through the crowd, covered in swaying beads that snatched gemlight.

She tapped Peregrine twice. “Behind you, here comes somebody. He's korvi.”

Peregrine turned, his eyes hunting. He stopped. “Burn it, of all the luck. I traded with that fellow once.”

He only spat like that when he didn't think much of a person, usually when they used a lot of words to say nothing in particular. Tillian turned the right way around, readying herself to smile for the both of them.

The red korvi headed straight for them, a grin spreading over his snout like he had spotted a bargain across a bazaar. As he danced out of the way of passers-by, he called, “Good fellow! Why, if this isn't a familiar draught in my cup, how are you, friend?”

He spoke in excited tenor. Peregrine could catch the higher tones of a voice like that – or, rather, he could catch it if he was listening. He frowned right now, so he was likely deaf as a stone. 

Tillian tilted her head at the friendly stranger. Here was her work, tangled up in front of her. “Good day! I'm Tillian Sri, call me Tillian. Can I help you?”

“I certainly do hope so!” He flashed merry teeth. “You two are miner and earferrin, if my memory's worth a whit? I never forget a face!”

“He's Peregrine of Ruelle, head of Redessence Clan.” Tillian canted her head farther. “Glad to meet you ...?”

“Ah! Forgive me.” The red korvi offered a palm, his wings fanning by a grand fraction, his grin twinkling in his eyes. “Syril of Reyardine. Ask for the name, whatever you need! My, my, good Ruelle, if it hasn't been a stone's age since we met! Time does fly away with us!”

“Um.” Tillian shifted on her feet as she took Syril's palm, noting his lizardskin-and-flax-oil scent. He certainly tied his thoughts up with plenty of phrases. “Syril of Reyardine is glad to see you.”

“Likewise,” Peregrine muttered.

“Oh, I'm glad to see everyone in the land! It's a trader's curse!” Syril clapped his hands together with a jangle of beads. “So! What brings you to Valeover, friends?”

“We initially came for peridots,” Peregrine said, lakewater-cool. “But good Reyardine, I doubt this is the time for small talk.” 

“No. My, no indeed.” He scratched at his long-waggling mane, squinting at nothing. “Have you heard the news? Gods help those folk and help them by bucketfuls!”

“Have we heard the news?” Whether Peregrine felt like listening for himself or not, this felt important and Tillian had to relay it. She leaned farther over Peregrine's shoulder. “We haven't heard it exactly. We've just arrived.”

“The demon has shown up in Fenwater, it just burst in like wind through the meadows!” Syril spoke quiet and harsh-edged; his eyes hopped to the aemet throngs around them. “Folk are rattled something terrible, but you don't need me to say that! It was only recognized by name today and most of Fenwater's aemets fled as soon as they could get to their feet. The blasted thing is clawing at other villages already! It'll be a wonder if Fenwater village doesn't just wink out of being, those poor kin!”

Tillian picked out the important bits of bad news to repeat. No stiffness ran through Peregrine – he must have expected this unyielding kernel at the center of everything. He folded his arms and said, “That means a warning went out, what, an hour before the exodus folk left? And then they arrived in new towns by the dozens?”

“Such a bucket of worms,” Syril agreed. “Most of them went to Opens. I happened to bring the exodus warning to Opens before the Fenwater folk arrived and what a storm when I landed! I suppose they'll be looking to trade in restoratives before anything else.” His eyes widened. “Oh, I ought to tell you, Peregrine! Opens's mage has a call out for more wings. I've stuck my snout in every corner of Valeover and they've got enough korvi to keep busy, but Opens? That's where the work is. Hold on, you need peridots, you said? I believe I've got a few!” Grinning lopsided, Syril dug into one of the bulging pouches tied about his waist. “I've got to get on my way to East Hotrock, but do business while it's here to do, that's what I say about that!”

By the time Tillian repeated the parts that mattered, Peregrine and Syril had handfuls of gems out to compare. Barter talk flowed between them, full of familiar gemstone terms. A few Redessence amethysts bought them an apple-sized pouch of anthill peridots, each gem small enough to glitter like sand. Tillian turned her pendant bead between her fingers, supposing that Giala could decorate for weeks once she had that many peridots. The thought suddenly felt flat and lifeless, in the middle of a town street churning with worry.

“Now's your best chance to trade amethyst,” Syril added, rearranging the contents of a cargo pouch. “Those take a fine darkcasting charge, and if there's any time folk won't be fussy about healing element, this is it!”

“You're going to Hotrock, then,” Peregrine said.

“I suppose I'd better, Bright's not making it any brighter out!” With another flare of wing feathers, Syril beamed at them. “Many thanks for your business, friends, and I look forward to trading with you again! Gods watch you!”

Syril hadn't vanished into the crowds yet when Peregrine turned, taking brisk steps that jarred though his body.

“He seems nice enough,” Tillian said, standing to watch the green-skinned crowds bury Syril.

“Red as a firejay,” Peregrine said cool, “and just as talkative.”

Talkative people bothered Peregrine, a whetstone scraped wrong over his edges. He needed to concentrate so hard to understand rapid words, and he was tired of not being paid the effort back: that was the only answer Tillian could see. If every conversation demanded an effort like hauling bricks, she would be tired, too.

Syril's horntips were long gone now, curtained by antennae, and Tillian lost his flax oil scent among horse droppings and dust. She settled in Peregrine's collarbone, facing forward.

“At least he gave us something useful in all that talking,” she said. “The demon showing up in Fenwater – he means gripthia, right?”

“Call it the demon. Its name makes aemetkind all nerves.” Peregrine's voice was a teaching murmur, the tone Tillian grew up on. As he spoke, he walked straight and thrown-stone sure. “Everyone within days' flight needs to know that the demon has reemerged, as soon as messengers can manage to tell them.”

“So they can bring medicine?” 

Peregrine's neck feathers lifted. “I suppose I haven't told you this much. This demon needs healing care to overcome – close healing care. Some victims grow too badly poisoned to draw breath. If an aemet begins to struggle and their mage is too overrun to help, that aemet is as good as gone. That's why if a village doesn't look to be able to care for all its aemet folk, they need to flee while they can and find more mages. More healers, more of anyone at all. Their time is dear.”

Tillian had been sick once, said the dried-up bottom of her memory. She knew the feel of coughing that moved nothing inside her, and the shape of Peregrine's hands cupped to form a bed – she had been small, then, and unaware of just how small. If the aemets' demon acted anything like her sickness, then coughing would drain every mote of their strength and keep demanding more. They would need to strain against their every lead-weak limb to run, or else die at rest. No one should have to face a choice like that.

“That's awful,” she said, through the fear clotting in her throat. She wished the Barghest would help, but the Legend hound only judged things that the words right and wrong applied to. He couldn't stop demons from menacing any more than he could stop peoplekinds from breathing – Tillian hadn't believed that until she was nearly two years old, just because she thought it was too unfair be true.

Grasshoppers trilled beyond the fields. Peregrine kept walking until the crowds thinned and disappeared, until the homes all lay behind them and rattling cornstalks filled the land ahead. The town odors retreated; there was only wind and fields and Peregrine, who smelled like home.

“It's particularly awful since, when they flee, the demon stalks them and finds new towns.” Peregrine spoke with fangs. “There's no right decision. Stay and smother to death, or flee and damn other folk who don't deserve it.” 

He stopped, sudden enough to make Tillian's nails twitch against his hide.

“Before we go any farther. Think on it with me, Tillian: Valeover is already churned up over this, and the Reyardine is flapping off now to tell East Hotrock.”

“That's close.” It leaped from Tillian's mouth before she could think, and shivering realization came with it. “They're our neighbour towns.”

“Fenwater is close enough that they'll get helping wings from Hotrock, I'd imagine. Perhaps merchants looking to do some business in curatives. Mostly bards and messengers whose time is up for barter.” 

Peregrine settled onto his tail. The land spread huge around them, full of space and people and problems that Tillian could taste suddenly, a bitter anticipation at the back of her throat.

“Gods be with them, of course. But if everyone's efforts turn out poorly, the demon could be at Skyfield's door within an eightday. And now that we know about that, I suppose there's a duty to be had.”

Breeze moaned low over the plains. Tillian held tight to the electricity inside her, and straightened to match Peregrine.

“We have to help them,” she said. “It's only right.”

“No one with a mind or a heart refuses to help when the demon shows up. You saw the Reyardine stop thinking of his own pouch contents for a moment, and I doubt he does that often. When something like this occurs, it's only a matter of what there is to give.” 

Dipping into stores of trade goods sounded easy. Everyone kept boxes and bins of things, or knew how to walk out into the wilderness and find a trove of something useful. But defeating the demon couldn't be as simple as a few stones exchanging hands, or else the Opens mage wouldn't have asked the entire eastern land to lend its people. Peregrine already planned to give what he could – that thought looked sewn into his brow.

“Your wings?”

“If they're strong enough.”

He stared furrows into the dirt. If only Tillian could help him with this, too. If only she had wings as wide as the sky so she could fly Peregrine everywhere – except that he was too proud for that. Far too proud. 

“Let me rub, then.” Tillian turned and threaded her hands into his plumage. “Maythwind says it helps get the blood into your wings.”

The feel of feathers on dense muscle was practically like Tillian's own body, even if the slick traces of arnica and beeswax were new. Peregrine sighed, swaying onto his feet to walk. 

“For a moment, if you would. I like to think I've got another hour of sky in me.”

She rubbed until her forearms were soaked tired. Peregrine stretched his wings with loose-shifting muscles, and no clumps of soreness passed under Tillian's feet. He kept walking regardless. He said Tillian ought to eat something first; the sky was no place for a meal. She had the last piece of roast potato pressed into her hands and she agreed to take her sweet moments chewing. 

Thoughts of running wouldn't leave Tillian. She should have asked that Syril fellow how many folk ran away from Fenwater, so she would know how many figures to picture weaving through the grass; her imagination kept painting desperate-rushing thousands, so many aemet people wide-eyed and reeking of fear. 

It must have been different for that peoplekind. Aemets had Verdana's strength to run with, same as the deer and the nurls blended into green thickets. Maybe aemets had more strength salted away than other kinds could even imagine. Tillian hoped that was true. 

Running wouldn't have helped her when she was small, since she had been sick with salterra. That demon clung to family lines, Peregrine told her once in a pained mutter. There was no fleeing from a threat ingrained in Tillian's own body. She had stood her ground against it, digging in her button-sized heels with what strength she had, and she had endured. That time was so hazy in her mind; she would have to ask Peregrine about it sometime, ask him how he helped each new litter of Zitan's children to live.

Tillian gulped the last of her meal and asked Peregrine to fly. People needed them: the thought called to her like voices in the wide prairie air. 

Thank you for reading this sample. To see the rest of the story, please purchase the full novel version of Remedy (A story of Aligare).
